Let the bells
ring out for
Stowmarket!

Activity and
learning pack

History of church bells

Before he
preached, the
missionary rang
a handbell to
attract attention.

Wandering
missionaries
arrive from
Iona and
Rome to
convert the
Anglo
Saxons to
Christianity.

After the Battle of Hastings, the
Normans built big churches with
central towers. Bells were chimed
for prayers and special occasions.

A curfew (couvre-feu) bell rang to
remind people to put out their fires
before going to bed. Couvre-feu is
French for cover the fire.

Henry VIII broke from Rome to
form the Church of England after
the Pope stopped him divorcing
Katherine of Aragon. It became
the Protestant church.
Monasteries were
destroyed and bells
melted down in the
Reformation and
Civil War. Charles I
was beheaded.
Puritans disliked bells which
reminded them of the Pope.

1066-1350

1500-1650

4.
Some churches sold their bells
to pay for repairs. In others,
numbers increased to 6 or 8.
All ringers were men,
often paid with beer in a
gotch like this.
Bell ringing became
very skilled. Crowds
went to ringing contests with
prizes for the winners.
60 bell founders in the UK.

1750-1850

550-700 AD

700-1066
The first churches were
small and simple.
In 937, King Athelstan
ordered church towers to be
built for large bells to call
people to services.
Bells were hung from a spindle and
chimed by pulling on a rope with the
clapper swinging around inside the bell.

1650-1750
1350-1500
Bells mounted on half wheels to
make them easier to ring.
Bells cast in the churchyard by
digging a pit to contain the mould,
others in foundries close by. See a
bell being cast on Page 2.
The Christian church split into
Roman Catholic and Protestant.

Monarchy restored in 1660
as Charles II is crowned.

This
way for
Page 5!

1850-2020
Women and girls begin to ring.

Bells mounted
on full wheels
with a stay to
allow them to
swing full circle.

Bells silent in WWII,
to be rung only to
warn of invasion.

Change ringing began and
rules published. Soon there
were hundreds of methods.

Only one bell foundry,
Taylors of Loughborough,
left in the UK by 2017.

95% of bells ring
out for the Millennium.
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The story of the Stowmarket bells
This is the tower of the church of St Peter and St Mary at
Stowmarket. It was finished in 1362 but there have been many
changes inside since then, mainly because of the bells!
Inside now is a peal of 10 bells. Where do you think they are in
the tower?
The tower probably held five bells from 1362 until a sixth was
added in 1622. For how many years were there only five bells?

Hear the bells tell their stories in the chart below
I’m one of the new kids
on the block and the
smallest. Like No. 2, I
was born in the Netherlands in
2020 to make the ring of eight
up to 10 bells.

1

I was made in 2020
and replaced the
faithful old treble
bell who had been ringing
since 1810. His performance
wasn’t up to scratch, just
like No. 4 who was replaced
in 1966.

3

I’m a newcomer too. I
wasn’t planned but the
bell I replaced in 2020
was badly damaged, probably because the person who
hung him was careless with
his tools! That poor bell was
also rung so hard when Charles II was
crowned in the Restoration of 1660, he
cracked and had to be recast in 1669 by
John Darbie of Ipswich. So it was double
trouble!
I was born again, or
7 recast as they say, in
1966. My ancestor had
been born in 1699 and he
probably replaced another
oldie going back to 1450 or
even before that!

5

I was cast in 1966 to
9 replace another bell
made by Mr Darbie in
1672, only three years after
he recast No. 5, the cracked
one!

I’m another new kid.
With Nos. 1, 3 and 5, I’ll
join the six older bells
on a brand new steel frame.
It means we can swing in
different directions to make
sure the poor old church
tower doesn’t suffer from all the weight on
one side. Wheee!

2

I was made, or cast
as they say, in 1966. I
replaced another bell
that arrived here over 200
years ago in 1791.
I’m a much more tuneful bell
than he was.

4

I was born way back
in 1450 and I’ve seen
some sights over the
past 570 years or more I can
tell you! I rang when Queen
Elizabeth I came to
Stowmarket in 1578 and over
380 years later when our own
Queen Elizabeth II came to the town
in 1961.

6

I was made in 1823
and probably replaced
a medieval bell which
means my ancestor was
pretty ancient!

8

I’m the big guy,
the tenor bell
weighing 1,000 kilos
and I came to Stowmarket
by boat. I was added to a
ring of five in 1622 and I still
rule the roost! I’m looking
forward to celebrating my
400th birthday in 2022.

10

0

40
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‘Oranges and Lemons say the bells of St Clements’
Do you know that song? When you sing it, listen to the tune. It is just like the
sound of change ringing that you learned about on Page 3!
The church in the song is St Clement Danes in the Strand in London and it is
close to where they used to unload oranges and lemons from boats on the
River Thames. Today the bells ring out the tune of ‘Oranges and Lemons!’

Not all bells are in churches. Here are some famous bells
Big Ben
Big Ben is the nickname for the
Great Bell of the striking clock
at the north end of the Houses
of Parliament in London.
Next time you go to London,
look up at the tower and
imagine the big bell inside!

Tsar Bell
At the Kremlin in Moscow, the largest bell
in the world weighs over 200 tonnes!
It is over 6 metres tall and wide and was
cast in 1735. A fire made it crack and it has
never been rung. People once used to
go inside and use it as a chapel!

Liberty Bell
The Liberty Bell of 1752 is the famous symbol of
American independence. The bell, in Philadelphia,
was especially important for people who helped
put an end to slavery. Millions of people go to see
it every year in the Independence National
Historic Park but no-one knows exactly how it got
cracked!

Olympic Bell
Made for the Olympic
Games in 2012, this
is the largest
properly-tuned bell
in the world. It is
2 metres high and
weighs 23 tonnes. It
was rung by cyclist
Bradley Wiggins for
the Olympics but will
never ring again as it
is so loud and would
disturb the people
living nearby!

We hope you have enjoyed your activity pack and that one day you
might be a bell ringer like the young people on Page 3 of this pack.
In most bell towers, you can start from the age of 11 and it’s much
more about technique than being really strong. It’s also FUN!
Why not take another look through the pack and write a short story
or poem about bells and what you like about them?

Find out more on the website at: stowmarketbells.org.uk

