INTRODUCTION

by Stuart C W Hutchieson


Eric wrote this article in 1983 in time for the one hundredth anniversary of the creation of the then Society of Change Ringers for the Archdeaconry of Stafford. It was published in five parts in the Ringing World between June and September 1983 and encapsulated the first one hundred years of the Society’s history. 


Eric had many passions concerning ringing. Primarily came his commitment to Sunday Service ringing over a career that spanned more than sixty years. Current members will remember him most for his captaincy at Coseley as well as for his period as Honorary Bell Advisor for the Society. The latter brought Eric into contact with almost every tower in the Society, and many beyond, and fuelled another of his passions - inspecting and recording the details of bells and their installations. He kept records of all his visits (on the backs of envelopes, cards, old letters, etc.!) and maintained a constant dialogue with the founders and other bell historians in an attempt to catalogue all the bell installations within our Society. 


Eric’s article concludes in 1983 and since then several notable events have taken place within the Society. Certainly the most important boost to bell restoration was provided by The Millennium Commission which partially funded three projects and probably stimulated several others. In addition, a joint project with the North Staffordshire Association and the Shropshire Association has resulted in the Lichfield Diocesan Mobile Belfry - a small ring of six bells fixed to and capable of being rung from a towable trailer. With ample display space on board, it provides a valuable public relations tool both in the Midlands and beyond. In total, seventeen major restorations have been successfully completed in the period 1983 - 2000. More important are the ten new bands with Society members that did not exist seventeen years ago. Recently, all ringers were put to the test by the call to “Ring In 2000!” In response, around 95% of our towers managed to ring for the new Millennium helped by a Society-wide recruitment effort.


In 1983, the Society had just changed its name to reflect the loss of the deaneries of Stafford and Tutbury. In 1994, the Himley Deanery was transferred to the Diocese of Worcester resulting in the loss of Coseley, Sedgley, Kingswinford, Wordesley, Kinver and Brierley Hill. Happily, Coseley and Sedgley have chosen to maintain their affiliation with this Society. A new Walsall archdeaconry was formed in 1997 to include the Trysull, Walsall, Wednesbury, West Bromwich and Wolverhampton deaneries necessitating another cumbersome name change.


The second section of this booklet attempts to continue Eric’s catalogue of Society installations. A convenient cut-off point has been set at those installations that comprise or have comprised rings of three or more bells during the existence of the Society, as these towers have played a more significant part in the history of South Staffordshire ringing. A complete catalogue including rings of one or two bells and chiming bells may appear in the future, particularly when the information gathered for the “Ring In 2000” initiative has been collated. For the inevitable errors, I apologise and ask that they be made known to me. Future versions of this booklet are likely to appear via the Internet making alterations relatively easy and republication unnecessary.








 BELLS AND BELLRINGING IN SOUTH STAFFORDSHIRE

by Eric E Speake

The Scene Before 1883


The See of Lichfield is an ancient one; St. Chad was consecrated Bishop there in 669 A.D. and it was at one time very extensive covering much of the central area of England.  It was therefore inevitable that this huge Diocese would prove to be too unwieldy for proper administration and over the centuries a number of changes have taken place, the effect of which has been to reduce its area to include at present the whole of the County of Stafford and that part of Shropshire north of the Severn, together with the part of the County of the West Midlands which was formerly within Staffordshire.


During the century since the founding of the Society there have been a number of cases where individual parishes have been transferred from one Archdeaconry to another and also from one Diocese to another, and in the great majority of these cases the result has been a loss to the Society of a ring of bells.


The present Diocese comprises three Archdeaconries and until late in 1979 these were those of Salop (Shropshire north of the Severn), Stoke and Stafford.  Then, a reorganisation took place which transferred the Deaneries of Tutbury and Stafford from the Stafford Archdeaconry to the Stoke Archdeaconry.  This meant that the Stafford Archdeaconry lost the parish which gave it its title, and was re-named the Archdeaconry of Lichfield.  So in turn the former Stafford Archdeaconry Society of Change Ringers altered its title to the Lichfield Archdeaconry.


Before the change, the Stafford Archdeaconry contained 74 churches possessing five or more bells and was therefore among the smaller Associations which were affiliated to the Central Council.  As there are only 53 such towers in the Lichfield Archdeaconry, the Society must now be one of the smallest.


In view of the fact that for the first 96 years of its existence the Society's area included the towers in the two Deaneries mentioned, it was thought logical to consider them in this review of ringing in South Staffordshire during that period.


Geographically the Archdeaconry is bisected by that great Roman road, the Watling Street, which here runs approximately east-west across the region.  Almost all the towers south of this are situated in urban locations whereas apart from Burton, Cannock, Lichfield, Stafford, and Tamworth the towers northwards are in either small towns or villages.

Bells Of The Area


The presence of established mediaeval bell foundries in neighbouring counties, such as those at Worcester, Leicester, Nottingham and to a lesser extent at Shrewsbury, was doubtless the cause of there being scant evidence of any such foundries situated within the Archdeaconry.  True, there remain a few isolated examples which have been assigned to founders like Henry Mitchell and Michael de Lichfield at the turn of the 13th century, but it was 330 years later when Thomas Hancox was casting bells at Walsall, and a further 240 years before Charles Carr's bells were being produced at his establishment at Smethwick.


The Edwardian Inventories of 1553 for the County of Stafford have been well collated by historians, and although in some cases the details are incomplete or ambiguous, it seems reasonably clear that at that time two churches in the Archdeaconry contained rings of five bells.  One might have expected a thriving and important market town like Wolverhampton to be one of them, but the village of Pattingham as the other comes as a surprise.  


The Cathedral at Lichfield is not specifically mentioned and, as a previous article written for this paper has stated, information regarding its bells in earlier times is not plentiful, nevertheless it would be unusual for such a place to be without bells, though for part of its existence it was, sadly, in ruins.


It is a matter for regret that a number of pre reformation bells have passed through the furnace during this century, though as few of those which remain form part of rings of five or more it would seem likely that the others, which are situated in small and often isolated towers, will be left in peace.


From the start of the 17th century more augmentations were beginning to be carried out and in 1612 the Newcombe family of Leicester provided two bells to make up a ring of five at Abbot's Bromley, and this was followed by other work from various founders at Tamworth, Harborne, Ingestre, Stafford, Penn, Tettenhall, Tutbury, and Kingswinford before the year 1700.


All these were rings of five or six and in the meantime the Cathedral received a complete ring of ten by Henry Bagley in 1688 and Wolverhampton's old five were recast into an eight by Rudhall in 1698, the first such ring in the County.


The Archdeaconry had to wait until 1850 for its first ring of twelve when the ten at Christ Church, West Bromwich were augmented, and it was more than 60 years later when they were joined by Wolverhampton in 1911 and then by Walsall in 1929.  Both of these latter had been increased to ten during the previous century.


In 1953 the West Bromwich ring was reduced from twelve to eight, the sale of the front four bells paying for the rehanging and refitting which was by then badly needed.  However this church was beset by problems almost from the day of the laying of its foundation stone, culminating in its destruction by fire in October 1979.  Through the alertness of Society members the bells were saved, although as all were found to be cracked they were broken up and the metal used for various restoration and augmentation schemes within the Diocese.


It is curious that, in spite of all the re-organisations until the major one of 1979, the total number of rings of five or more bells has remained virtually constant: at the Society's foundation the total was 71; by 1914 it remained the same; in 1949 it had increased to 76; at November 1979 it was 74. The transfer of 20 towers to the Stoke Archdeaconry and the loss of Christ Church, West Bromwich brings the total down to its present figure of 53.  Of the towers within the Archdeaconry at November 1979 no less than 28 contained complete rings from Loughborough, 22 came from other foundries, and the remaining 24 were of mixed origins.

Early Ringing


Mention has already been made of the new ring of eight at Wolverhampton in 1698. During the following century they were joined by Stafford in 1709, St. Modwen's, Burton on Trent in 1726, St. Mary's, Lichfield in the same year, Wednesbury in (probably) 1757 and Walsall in 1775, the rings at Burton, Lichfield and Walsall all coming from the Rudhall foundry.


References to bellringing in the area during this period are scarce, but there are clear accounts of ringing organisations in surrounding counties and from time to time these ringers visited the Archdeaconry to try out the bells for peal attempts, mainly on the rings listed above.


The Northampton Mercury for example states that in June 1770 the Sherwood Youths of Nottingham crossed the border to occupy the belfry at Burton on Trent, but they were defeated after two attempts to conquer the bells.  Almost 60 years later The Derby Mercury describes a similar "attack" by the Derby Youths on Easter Monday 1829 but they too went away empty handed, complaining of the friction of the new bearings (which had been fitted the previous week!).


Two other neighbouring Associations paid visits to the Archdeaconry, one of which no longer exists but which enjoyed a high reputation for some years before and after 1800.  This was the Albion Society of Shifnal, Salop, under their leader the redoubtable Samuel Lawrence.  Their activities ranged over a fairly wide area in the West Midlands and among their successes was what they thought was the first peal at Wolverhampton; a 5088 of Bob Major in 1786.  They had however been forestalled, as the Union Society of Walsall had completed a peal of Grandsire Triples there only eleven days previously.  The Shifnal men erected a board in the belfry to commemorate their peal, and from the tone of the report of their performance which appeared in the Birmingham Gazette, they clearly resented the action of the Walsall band, casting doubt on the validity of the peal of Triples.  It is interesting to note that when the peal board was carefully cleaned recently, it revealed a previous inscription on it which had been completely removed.  This suggests that is possible that the Walsall band had written their performance on the board in the first place.


The other ringing Association, which has had long history of contact with the Archdeaconry, is the St. Martin's Youths of Birmingham, as their name then was.  They opened the new ring of six at Tipton in 1798, and joined with some of the Burton band to ring Holt's Original peal of Triples at Burton in 1800.  Further achievements by them include the first peal at Lichfield Cathedral: Grandsire Caters in 1815; the first peal at St. Mary's, Lichfield; Grandsire Triples in 1837, and peals at both West Bromwich towers in addition to others at Walsall, Wolverhampton, Shenstone, and Wednesbury, a pattern which continued with varying intensity right up until the foundation of our Society, and which has in some measure been maintained ever since.


Lest it is thought that ringers in the Archdeaconry just stood by and watched all this expertise which was being demonstrated, an examination of local and national newspapers, together with books printed at the time, will provide evidence to the contrary.  The Wolverhampton Chronicle, for instance, reports that the Wolverhampton band visited Shifnal in 1811 and rang 5040 Bob Major there, in addition, a number of peals of Grandsire Triples and Bob Major in their own tower, continuing with Caters and Royal after the ring had been augmented to ten in 1827.


Meanwhile bands had been formed at other towers as augmentations and new rings of eight were installed, the most noticeable of these being at Walsall and Wednesbury.  The former had in fact rung a 5040 of Grandsire Triples in their own tower as long ago as 1784 which was almost certainly the first peal in the County by a local band, and for more than 50 years their successes include Bob Major, Kent Treble Bob Major and Grandsire Major.  Wednesbury were rather slower off the mark but managed peals of Grandsire Triples and Bob Major before 1820.  It was after both these rings were augmented to ten, Wednesbury in 1854 and Walsall nine years later, that the rivalry became really intense, the Walsall men finally achieving Stedman Caters in 1870, a feat which the others could not match.  However there were from both towers quite a fair output of peals of Caters and Royal leading up to the 1880's.


Throughout this period bands were established at two other neighbouring towers, both of which were very active.  The parish church of West Bromwich is All Saints and these bells were augmented to eight in 1842.  In the town centre Christ Church was consecrated in 1829 and the two bells there were increased to ten in 1847 and then in 1850 to twelve.  Many peals were rung at both towers during the 40 years or so before the Society's foundation.  The Christ Church band usually preferred Grandsire Triples or Caters with occasionally Kent Major or Royal with assistance, while the All Saints band, at least in its early years, stuck to Kent Treble Bob Major and even Kent Treble Bob Triples!  Sadly it seems that Christ Church never had a regular practising twelve bell band, although several of their members did ring peals on the twelve, noticeably Samuel Marsh, who conducted 5082 Grandsire Cinques there on 10th May 1852 (the first twelve bell peal in the County) and others such as Thomas Horton, Solomon Biddlestone and Samuel Reeves (of him more later).  The leading ringers at All Saints were the Cashmore family with Paul Cashmore as the principal conductor and there were members of that family in the band until the 1890's.


Change ringing was also established at towers such as Darlaston, augmented to eight in 1810, Sedgley 1829, Tipton 1848, and St. Mary's, Lichfield.  All these kept the art alive before the emergence of the legendary band at St. Paul's, Burton on Trent.  The eight bells there were installed in 1872 and the first peal, Grandsire Triples, was rung in 1876.  Progressing through Kent Treble Bob and Stedman, they mastered Double Norwich in 1882 and their subsequent exploits are well known. The reflected glory from these however belongs to the Midland Counties Association, which was founded some twelve months or so before the Stafford Archdeaconry Society, and to which this tower was affiliated.


The first issue of the weekly paper Church Bells appeared on 31st December 1870 and a study of the column on bells and bellringing in its early issues soon brings the reader to the conclusion that, however satisfactorily change ringing was developing. there were other aspects of the art which left a good deal to be desired.  The social conditions which existed around the middle of the 19th century, and the moral reawakening which later on generated an atmosphere in which ringing Associations were established, have been well outlined in previous accounts in this paper, and the situation in South Staffordshire cannot have been very different from any other.


Social consciences were aroused, men of vision were able and willing to act, the scene was set, and so we arrive at 1883.

The Commencement And The Early Years


A well known quotation from St. Paul's letter to the Colossians was quoted on the front cover of the first Annual Report published by the Society in 1884.  It reads: "Whatsoever ye do, do it heartily, as to the Lord, and not unto men", and it has appeared on the front cover of every succeeding Report.  A similar quotation has been used many times with reference to the lives of people, ringers among them, which states "Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with all thy might".  If there was a person who applied these principles to the utmost degree, then that person was Archdeacon John Hodgson Iles. He had been rector of St. Peter's, Wolverhampton, and his ministry there had become a legend within his own lifetime.  The Archdeaconry of Stafford formerly consisted of the whole of the County of Stafford but in 1876 it was divided into two and the northern part of the County became the new Archdeaconry of Stoke.  It was to the reduced Archdeaconry of Stafford that John Hodgson Iles was instituted Archdeacon in that year.  A man of unlimited energy and boundless zeal, he was extremely popular in the area, and on his death in 1888 his obituary notice occupied a complete page of the Lichfield Mercury, with tributes from far and wide.


With such a man as Archdeacon, the formation of Ringing Associations in other areas cannot have escaped his notice.  In one of the very early issues of the Bell News in 1881 there appeared a request from a Wolverhampton ringer for suggestions and rules as a guide to the formation of a proposed Guild of ringers for South Staffordshire, the Editor stating that correspondence sent to him had been returned through the post.  We do not know whether the Archdeacon waited for some further action on the part of Archdeaconry ringers or whether the initiative was entirely his, but at all events he invited the leaders of the Lichfield towers to a meeting at his house in the Cathedral Close.  This was held on 17th May 1883, and whatever he said then provided the impetus for the decision to form a Society of Change Ringers for the Archdeaconry of Stafford.  It was agreed that a further meeting be held to which invitations were sent to the leaders of other towers in the area and that meeting took place in the Cathedral belfry on the following 2nd of June.


This meeting was attended by representatives from 14 towers in the Archdeaconry and it was decided unanimously to found the Society.  A draft set of rules was drawn up, officers were elected to act until the first Annual General Meeting, and this was held on 30th June 1883 in Lichfield, with about 50 ringers attending.  At the meeting a final draft of the rules was confirmed, the officers elected, and the Society of Change Ringers for the Archdeaconry of Stafford came into being.  What might be called the attendance register of the meeting held on 2nd June, in the form of a single sheet of paper, has been preserved and affixed to the appropriate page in the Minute Book, a valuable record of the early pioneers.


Society activity was slow in the beginning, the first meeting being held at Christ Church, West Bromwich on 10th November 1883 while the first peal, Grandsire Triples, was rung at All Saints, West Bromwich just 14 days later conducted by Samuel Reeves.  Two further peals followed in the Society's first year: Grandsire Major at All Saints, West Bromwich and Grandsire Triples at Tamworth, this latter being the first peal on the augmented bells.  Peals (i.e. extents) of Minor were also reported rung by a mixed band at St. Michael's, Lichfield and local bands at Tettenhall, Wordsley, Wombourne and Kingswinford.


The ringing of date touches was far more popular then than it is now, and a number of eight bell bands rang one or more of these both in their own tower and elsewhere, in addition to quarter peals.  There is also abundant evidence that ringers from various bands had begun to unite for long length ringing, and the number of peals rung increased quickly so that at the turn of the century the annual total approached 30.  Although the total fluctuated noticeably as the years passed, it had reached the dizzy height of 74 at the onset of World War I in 1914.


In one sense this was to be expected, as it reflected the very rapid increase in membership over the period from 1883 to 1914.  There were 65 members from 12 towers listed in the first Annual Report; these figures had risen to 197 members from 31 towers in 1900, and still further to 278 members from 34 towers by 1914.  The old stalwarts had been joined by numbers of young enthusiasts, and the result was a marked increase in activity.


The officers were clearly alive to the needs of the many ringers located at some distance from any active tower, and as early as 1885 it was decided to appoint instructors to help these prospective members, and that such instructors were to be paid a fee in addition to any necessary expenses incurred.  We find this item recurring from time to time in the Minute Book throughout this period; it was a very wise decision and which undoubtedly bore much fruit.  Another idea was the introduction in 1910 of cycle outings for the purpose of visiting outlying five and six bell towers, and arousing interest in the Society's work.  These proved to be very popular both with the struggling bands and also the members taking part, and continued for several years.


There was also concern at the seemingly endless number of peals of Grandsire Triples, and in 1894 it was decided to print the figures of, and rules for ringing, Double Norwich Court Bob Major in the Annual Report, in an attempt to direct the energies of the members into more advanced and interesting channels.  Although this did not have very much immediate effect, there was a gradual move in that direction over the next decade and by 1908 onwards resident bands were ringing peals of London, Bristol and Norfolk Surprise Major.  In addition Double Oxford Bob Royal and Erin Cinques were rung, both of which were the first ever performed in those methods, though in the case of the latter, the band included some members of the nearby St. Martin's Guild, Birmingham.


From a peal ringing point of view most of the bands from affiliated towers contained some active members, the most notable of which up to 1900 were Bloxwich, Handsworth, Lichfield Cathedral and St. Mary's, Perry Barr, Smethwick, Stafford, Tamworth, Christ Church, West Bromwich, and St. Peter's, Wolverhampton.  By 1914 the situation had altered somewhat; Bilston, Coseley, Rushall, Tipton, Walsall, Wednesbury, All Saints, West Bromwich, Willenhall and Wood Green being the most active towers.  It should be remembered however that the formation of the Diocese of Birmingham in 1905 resulted in the loss to the Society of four active towers.


Further evidence of concern for and interest in young and inexperienced ringers is shown in the organising of a peal week in 1913 using towers in the Black Country area.  This was fairly successful and no doubt had not World War I intervened the idea would have been pursued further, as indeed it has been in more recent years.


Perhaps the greatest single factor responsible for the increase in activity described in the preceding paragraphs was the improvement in the condition of the bells in the Archdeaconry.  During this first period of the Society's existence, four completely new rings of eight were installed together with two rings of five.  In addition there were a goodly number of augmentations: St. Peter's, Wolverhampton to twelve, Stafford to ten, seven rings from six to eight and five rings from five to six.  All this was backed up by restoration of some kind at three rings of ten, ten rings of eight and five rings of six.  It is therefore clear that by 1914 the general condition of those bells in the Archdeaconry which were hung for ringing was, with few exceptions, satisfactory.


Lest it be thought that, with all the progress and achievement so far described, everything was proceeding smoothly, a few glances at back numbers of the Bell News may suggest a note of caution.  We read that at Easter 1883 the ringers at Tettenhall went on strike, allegedly due to the bricking up of a door at the foot of the spiral staircase through which they could leave the church... without staying for the service (the door is still bricked up).  It did not appear to interfere with their ringing though, as they subsequently travelled to Winshill, near Burton on Trent and rang an extent of Bob Minor there.  Shortly afterwards the Wednesbury band rang a date touch of 1886 Grandsire Triples, the footnote to which read "the first ringing for three years after a lock-out" (no reason was stated).  A few years later the Coseley band went on strike due to a dispute with the incumbent over certain fees, and in 1892 the band at Stafford were dismissed by the rector for ringing when they had been forbidden to do so.


An interesting development concerned the band at St. Peter's, Wolverhampton. Their bells, which had been in need of attention for some time, were rehung in 1889 and this was probably behind the resulting increase in activity and their decision to form their own organisation, i.e. St. Peter's Guild, Wolverhampton, in the same year. At first there seemed to be a fair amount of support; a few peals were rung and meetings held in the area surrounding the town.  None of their records, e.g. Minute Books, Peal Books, etc. can now be traced and the initial enthusiasm soon waned then finally disappeared in about 1893.  One of its principal supporters was Rowland Cartwright of Wombourne, who represented the Guild on the Central Council, and it is curious that he later became the second Central Council representative for the Archdeaconry Society when their membership reached the required number.

Officers Of The Society


Apart from the Archdeacon, no mention has yet been made of the officers responsible for the running of the Society.  In common with other Associations there were at first two Secretaries, Clerical and Lay; their duties were never clearly defined, but broadly speaking the Clerical Secretary dealt with matters involving the Clergy, e.g. contact with the Cathedral officials and parish incumbents, plus recording the minutes of the meetings in the appropriate books, while his Lay colleague was concerned with the actual ringing i.e. receiving reports of peals rung, the compilation of the Annual Report, helping to arrange the cycle runs and such like.  There was of course also the Treasurer.  The Society was fortunate in the occupants of all these posts, on its foundation.


The Reverend J R Keble was Chaplain to the Hospital of St. John in Lichfield, and was in fact a ringer, being a member of the Society of College Youths.  His value was immediately recognised and there was no hesitation in asking him to take on the post of Clerical Secretary, an office which he held for eight years, then acting as temporary Treasurer before leaving the area.  The Reverend John J Serjeantson was rector of St. Michael's, Lichfield, and his name had appeared in reports of ringing there for some years before the founding of the Society until his untimely death in 1886.  He is said to have introduced change ringing there and to have been an able Treasurer.  The Lay Secretary also came from the same tower in the person of William A Wood.  Although guiding the Society through its initial years, he resigned in 1885 but continued an active member for a few years longer.  He had a distinguished local career, eventually becoming Mayor of the City in the early 1930's and during his Mayoralty he attended one of the Annual Meetings of the Society.


It was not until 1906 that the first Ringing Master was appointed.  James E Groves was an enthusiastic and dedicated ringer before he joined the Society on his move from his native Shropshire, and he brought all his experience and drive to the furtherance of ringing in the area.  Even after his removal to Birmingham he still maintained contact with the Society and was a welcome visitor to meetings and practices.  Apart from William Fisher from 1914 to 1922, none of his many successors held this office for more than three years, as it was decided that this should be the maximum period for its tenure, though several members have held it on more than one occasion.


William A Wood was succeeded as Lay Secretary by Samuel Reeves, a man who really dominated Society ringing from its commencement until shortly before his death in 1914.  Apart from a few years in London he lived in his native town of West Bromwich and was leader at Christ Church there for many years.  Renowned as a conductor 

of Grandsire and Stedman, he was reputed at one time to have conducted Holt's Original peal of Grandsire Triples more times than any other ringer then living.  When in London he was for two years Master of the College Youths and was one of the band who rang the opening rounds at the dedication of the new ring of twelve at St. Paul's Cathedral in 1878.  He resigned in 1908 and his successor's memory still remains strong and highly respected in the minds of older Society members today.


Coming to Wolverhampton in 1894, Herbert Knight joined the band at St. Peter's in that town and remained there until his death in 1959 at the advanced age of 86.  By profession a printer, he was a natural person to be responsible 

for the production of the Annual Report which he did until his resignation from office after 40 years of meritorious service.  He was Captain of the band at St. Peter's for more than 50 years, and his reputation stood high in ringing circles generally as a conductor of ability on the higher numbers of bells.


After some time the office of Treasurer became combined with that of Clerical Secretary, a situation which continued for almost 60 years.  Then, as now, there was a periodic change in incumbencies in the area and for a number of years a succession of Clergy held office as Clerical Secretary/Treasurer for short periods.  In 1909 its occupant was a man who became a well-known figure in the Exercise at large - Ernest V Cox.  He held curacies at Tamworth and then at Rushall before moving south in 1915.  While he was at Rushall the ring was recast and augmented from five to six, and the band there flourished under his guidance for some years.


So in 1914 prospects for the Society seemed to be "set fair", any initial problems had been largely overcome, the policies of the officers were apparently on the right lines, there was a sufficient injection of new blood, and in short the Society seemed to be in a healthy state.

The Middle Years


Although there was no official restriction on the ringing of bells during World War I, the Society, like all others, suffered heavily due to the drain on manpower in the towers, and quite a large proportion of its members served in the forces.  Sadly the  inevitable Roll of Honour drawn up in 1918 contained nine names of those who lost their lives, and there were others whose health was impaired by gassing or by wounds received.  The fact that many members not in the forces were working very long hours on munitions was an added problem, but nevertheless ringing continued, meetings were held, a few peals were rung, one or two cycle runs were arranged, and combined practices were introduced which were on the whole well supported.


The depletion of many bands due to the war was partially offset by the introduction of ladies into the towers; there were at one time five ladies in the band at St. Luke's, Blakenhall (but only one rung a peal and joined the Society).  Some measure of their enthusiasm can be gauged by the fact that up to 1924 there had been six meetings of the recently formed Ladies Guild held at various towers within the Archdeaconry.  One or two ladies became members later on but by the outbreak of World War II, active participation by ladies had virtually ceased.  The situation after the resumption of ringing in 1943 was of course very different and by 1949 there were 20 ladies on the books, several of whom had already shown themselves as active peal ringing members.


As might be expected it was some years before the Society returned to a pattern of full activity after 1918, and in spite of several visits by ringers from neighbouring Associations with the object of generating more initiative and inducing Society members to explore fresh fields, the general attitude seems to have been perhaps not apathy, but more a sense of contentment with their lot, and things settled into a comfortable routine.  The fire of many of the early members had died with them or departed with them when they left the area and there seemed to be no-one or even no group prepared to leave the well worn paths.  The most progressive band prior to 1914 was Wood Green but they were unable to repeat their former successes and no other band could approach their repertoire, though Coseley and St. Peter's, Wolverhampton were active enough, and Willenhall began to make significant progress during the mid 1920's.


Men such as Fred Cope, Joseph Key, William Rock Small, Rowland Cartwright, William Hallsworth, and Samuel Reeves were acknowledged leaders; their places were inevitably difficult to fill and it was noticeable that the bands which they had led felt their loss for some time afterwards.  It was reported that even the band at St. Paul's, Burton, were struggling to maintain ringing there at this time.  There was on the other hand a steady influx of new recruits, and most bands other than those in the outlying villages were able to keep up regular service ringing, even if confined in the main to Grandsire and Stedman.


One area in which the Society did progress was in twelve bell ringing, With the augmentation of Wolverhampton and Walsall to join Christ Church, West Bromwich, the Society now had three twelve bell towers in its area, somewhat unusual for an Association of relatively small size.  The band at Wolverhampton did manage a local band peal of Grandsire Cinques on their new twelve but this has not since been repeated.  The Walsall band, after the augmentation there in 1929, had by 1939 rung several peals of Stedman Cinques with their own band, but once more have still to reach that standard since then.  It did mean however that bands made up from Society members generally were able to attempt twelve bell ringing much more than formerly and in 1936 the Society managed to ring more twelve bell peals than any other Association.


A factor which undoubtedly had a profound effect on Society members, and which may have been one reason for the general frustration, was the inability of the officers to obtain permission to use the Cathedral bells during their Annual Meeting at Lichfield, except on infrequent occasions.  This was an ever recurring theme at the A.G.M. for a very long time, and in desperation the venue was moved once or twice to other centres, but with no increase in interest or attendance, and in the end the situation just had to be accepted.  However matters improved considerably after 1943 and since the bells were n recast in 1947 there have been no problems, and a cordial reception has been the norm.


Mention has been made of the varying fortunes of different towers and this seems an appropriate point at which to outline the situation at the Cathedral.  For a number of years prior to 1939 change ringing had virtually ceased and the bells were rung up only on certain specific occasions.  Then, soon after the war time ban had been lifted, two things happened which were to produce a dramatic change in the situation.  The late George E Oliver had come to live near the city, and a number of young people started to learn to handle a bell who were to make their mark on ringing in no uncertain manner.  George Oliver had come from St. Leonard's, Bridgnorth, where the band were able to produce first-class ringing up to Double Norwich and Superlative Surprise Major, and he was the obvious person to emerge as the new leader.  The youngsters included the talented Beresford family and Jeffrey Webb.  It is doubtful whether any instructor could have had more apt pupils, and pupils a more capable instructor.  It should not be forgotten also that some of the older members of the band were willing to adapt to the changed conditions and thus provide a very satisfactory "mix" for working together.


Throughout these middle years the total membership, while fluctuating slightly, remained around 200 to 220; the finances were in a satisfactory state; regular meetings were held including one or two jointly with neighbouring Associations and the Society continued its humdrum existence, enlivened only occasionally by events such as the Dinner to celebrate its Golden Jubilee in 1933.


There were one or two rumblings below the surface though, for in the late 1920's a proposal was put forward that a Junior Branch of the Society should be formed.  This was soon despatched by the old guard and one result was that a group of the younger members began to arrange peals among themselves, and the annual peal totals rose noticeably for a few years. Unfortunately the youngsters confined their activities almost exclusively to Grandsire Triples, and thus denied themselves the pleasure and satisfaction of exploring more advanced ringing.


This activity had dwindled considerably by the mid 1930's and then a change of Ringing Master occurred.  Barnabas (Barney) G Key of Tettenhall was so far the youngest member to hold that office, and after a settling in period he was soon directing ringing matters with initiative and energy.  Many of the younger members were to progress in their ringing careers in the period up to 1939.  On his return from war service in 1945 he moved to Burton on Trent on his marriage and built up a band at the famous tower of St. Paul's, who were ultimately able to ring peals of Triples and Caters.


Mention has already been made that the officers were not completely blind to the needs of recruits to ringing, and examples of this concern were - the distribution of a supply of cards illustrating the method of Stedman Triples; the organising of occasional cycle outings, and, after some prompting, the holding of extra practice meetings.  Nevertheless the fact remained that the older members preferred to maintain the status quo, and on a number of occasions at the A.G.M. the proposal that the officers be re-elected en bloc was carried.  This of course effectively stifled any ambition on the part of up and coming youngsters and deprived the Society of the benefits of a fresh outlook.


Turning to the bells themselves, there was one new ring of eight (Pensnett) installed during this period, and one new six (All Saints, Burton) but a good number of augmentations: Walsall to twelve; St. Paul's, Burton and Willenhall to ten; seven from six to eight; three from five to six; and one from three to five.  In addition a number of restorations: three tens, six eights, four sixes and two fives.  Thus it may once more be stated that with very few exceptions the bells of the Archdeaconry were in a reasonable condition.


Finally for this period, personalities.  The loss of several notable figures has already been mentioned, and others followed: George Hughes, the one-armed ringer from Wednesbury and Tom Elton, Captain of Walsall, both died before 1939, and then during and shortly after World War II the Society lost William Fisher of Coseley, Robert Pickering of Tettenhall, Alfred Rowley of Tipton, John Barber of Wednesbury, Jack Adams of Walsall, and John Perry of Brewood.  Almost all of these men had held positions of responsibility in their own towers, and every one of them was closely concerned with that vital matter, the standard of the ringing.  One other member stepped down from office when in 1948 Herbert Knight resigned as Lay Secretary a post he had held for 40 years.  The work he did for the Society cannot be calculated, and he has been described as the kingpin around whom the Society revolved, during his active career.  Since 1916 the Reverend Cecil Holroyd Barker had been Clerical Secretary and Treasurer and he and Herbert Knight worked very well together as a team.   Over the long years of their association with each other they built up a wealth of experience which was directed to the smooth running of the Society and Mr Barker felt it keenly when his colleague finally resigned.


Just as had happened 25 years previously, the outbreak of hostilities, in 1939 and the long weary struggle until 1945 meant that many members were removed from the ringing scene, and this time in addition the ban on all ringing which lasted for almost three years put paid to any real activity which might have been possible.  However the minute books record that meetings were held, handbells were brought into use, social events were arranged, and somehow the officers kept the Society going until a more normal state of affairs arrived.  Strangely, the effects of World War II do not seem to have been so pronounced on the fortunes of the Society as those of World War I.  By 1949 membership had reached its former level, meetings were well attended, and at last a more forward looking attitude could be seen.  One example of this which could have been mentioned earlier is the situation at Tipton, where under the energetic and innovative leadership of Cyril Winwood, the band were going from strength to strength.  The belfry was packed on their practice night, and had become the Mecca for all the young enthusiasts of the district.


So our account of the Society's history moves into recent times.  It moves into a period where social conditions and behaviour patterns are in some respects very different indeed from those of 1883, and this is naturally reflected in the Ringing Exercise as a whole.

Modern Times


The arbitrary choice of 1949 as the beginning of the final phase of the Society's history benefits from a good start; the Annual General Meeting in Lichfield in that year was said to be one of the most enjoyable ever held.  The effects of World War II had begun to diminish, and ringing activities were settling into a more definite routine.  Numerically the Society was in a slightly better position than in pre-war days and quite a large number of recruits began to appear at meetings.  The total membership was in fact increasing at such a rate that suggestions were put forward that the Society's area should be split into two Branches.  However it was decided instead to increase the number of full meetings to six per year, half of which each would be held in the eastern and western parts of the Archdeaconry.  This policy has more or less been maintained up to the present time, and in addition a reasonable balance between six-bell, eight-bell, and ten-bell towers has been the aim.


Mention has already been made of the resignation of Herbert Knight as Lay Secretary, an office which he had held for 40 years.  His successor was Arthur Pearson, who carried out a "holding" operation until the election of Fred Bennett of Wombourne in 1950.  He tackled his duties with a vigour which soon had members sitting up and taking notice.  Rapport with the Clerical Secretary was soon established, and once more the organisation ran as if on well-oiled wheels. Especially adept at achieving and maintaining good relationships with other Associations, a number of joint meetings were arranged by him, all of which proved to be successful.  He was the prime mover concerned in the introduction of the Dinner held in 1952, and built up a foundation for this function which has resulted in its becoming a regular annual feature of the Society's life ever since.  He also had the unenviable task of mediating in one or two cases where a dispute had arisen between an incumbent and the ringers, and the fact that these problems were almost all resolved satisfactorily was due in no small measure to his efforts.


One theme which dominated all others at meetings for some years was the financial state of the Society.  Several attempts were made at A.G.M.'s to increase the subscription, but few were successful, and other ideas such as charging for the Annual Report, which was a failure, and the levy of a peal booking fee, which was defeated, were considered.  It was not until some years later that the Society's finances were placed on a sound basis.


Some idea of the general enthusiasm among members during this period can be gained by reading through the Annual Reports, which show that attendances at meetings were at an all time high level and remained so for quite some time.  In all this work Fred was of course backed by his wife, Joan, and it was rare if they were not present at any function.


In 1959 Derek Tranter took over as Lay Secretary.  Like his predecessor he was a bank officer but a younger man, and after only a short time promotion took him away from the Archdeaconry before he had a chance to prove his mettle.


In 1962 he was in turn succeeded by Clive Smith, who brought to the office complete dedication with a different approach.  He was soon out and about turning up in many different places in order to learn as completely as possible what was going on.  Although perhaps not the sole initiator, he was certainly a keen supporter of the introduction of an inter-tower Striking Competition, which was first held in 1963, and which with very few exceptions has since become an annual function, attracting a good response particularly in recent years.  In addition he introduced a weekly Society ten-bell practice held, with the co-operation of the local ringers, at Wednesbury, and this was of help to many members before its useful life ended. Throughout the whole of his term of office he enjoyed the help and encouragement of his wife Lucy, in the same manner in which Fred Bennett had before him.


Early in the 1960's a suggestion had been made on behalf of one of the committees of the Central Council that it would be useful to establish a contact with Theological Colleges, and as there was at that time one such college in Lichfield, this was done, and several of the students began to learn to handle a bell under the auspices of the Cathedral ringers.  This contact was maintained for some years before the college finally closed.  It is interesting to recall that, about 20 years before then, Malcolm Melville had taught some fellow students there, using handbells, and one or two peals were rung.  One wonders how many of those former students are active ringers now.


Another of the ideas put forward was the holding of courses of instruction in the various aspects of bellringing.  These ranged from simple talks with some practical application of the subject matter, to courses lasting a whole day, and covering several facets of the Art.  One of the first, if not the very first, of such functions for the Society was a course for Tower Captains which was arranged by Philip Davies. It was well received but it was a pity that more members did not avail themselves of the benefits which it offered.  A year or two later a full-day course was arranged by Brian Harris at Abbot's Bromley, with several of the experienced members acting as lecturers and instructors.  This also was well supported and was judged to have been a complete success.  It has been followed by a number of others, on various themes at various centres, and in general the response has indicated the ever present needs of the membership at all stages of learning.  The policy of the present committee is to try to ascertain the particular area for instruction and then allow for at least two such functions each year in its calendar.


Mention has been made previously of regular practices organised by Society officers, and soon after Frank Beech was appointed Ringing Master in 1970 he arranged a weekly practice which was held at Shareshill.  A goodly number of members have cause to remember these practices with gratitude, as they were the means of starting learners on their change-ringing careers.  This was especially the case with adult learners who benefited greatly from the intensive nature of the instruction carried out regularly.  After this tower was closed the practices were transferred for a time to Alrewas and later to Bradley near Bilston, where the teaching was continued, until that tower too was closed in 1974.  A fair number of quarter peals were rung which provided the learners with the opportunity to develop their hard earned skills and to make still further progress. 


Harking back to financial matters, members had finally taken positive action to improve the situation, and a peal fee of sixpence per rope was introduced (not without opposition) and later the subscriptions were raised in stages so that by the mid 1970's the Society's finances were in a very healthy state.  As far back as 1949 the committee recommended the setting up of a fund from which grants for bell restoration work could be made, but nothing further was done until the Bell Restoration Fund was established 20 years later.  A move to divert a proportion of the annual membership subscription to the Fund was defeated but it was agreed that the income from all peal fees should be credited to the Fund.  A few years later the position regarding part of the annual subscription was reversed and other fund raising efforts e.g. the annual Prize Draw and the Parish Affiliation Scheme were the means of increasing the amount available considerably.  Still more recently the Fund was registered as a Charity and the resulting increase in bank interest in addition to these aforementioned sources of income has meant that grants of a realistic nature are now being made.


It was during the 1970's that the matter of redundant churches began to take on an ever-increasing importance, and while the Archdeaconry suffered less in this respect than some other areas, nevertheless several bells were lost before the members were sufficiently organised firstly to identify the locations and then to take the necessary steps to safeguard any bells involved.  The position today is quite satisfactory and a close watch is kept on present or prospective redundant bells; a number of such have been found new homes or donated to parishes involved in restoration or augmentation schemes.  Highlights of these activities are the transfer of the complete ring of eight bells, fittings and frame from Bradley to Abbot's Bromley in 1976 which was directed by Brian Harris and carried out by a team of Society members, and also the removal of the bells, frame and fittings from the tower at Great Barr, and the reinstallation on their return from the foundry, after retuning, in a new frame, by the local band and their helpers.


As is well known, the present national financial situation has forced parishes to consider very carefully how far they can commit themselves to any major expense on their bells, and one result of this is the emergence of DIY teams who have been able to take on some of the work involved.  We in the Archdeaconry are fortunate in having members able and willing to tackle most of the situations which arise.  By far the greatest portion of this labour has been carried out by Tim Holden and Ivan Sheffield, with other members assisting from time to time, and evidence of their efforts can be seen at Enville, Shenstone, Seighford, and Blakenhall, with work currently in progress at Darlaston.  Liaison with parish officials is initially in the hands of Eric Speake acting as Bell Adviser to the Archdeaconry, and our ultimate aim is to keep a constant watch on as many installations as possible in the area.


Turning to actual ringing during this final period, and considering firstly ringing by local bands, it is clear from the Annual Reports that the general position does not differ very much from the previous periods.  Certain bands enjoy a booming success for a time, are then succeeded by others, and so the pattern continues.  The arrival of J Edward (Ted) Cawser in Lichfield early in the 1950's gave an added boost to their progress and the band were eventually able to ring Surprise Royal regularly for Sunday services plus a variety of Surprise Major methods.  With the influx of one or two keen ringers from surrounding areas they have in general been able to maintain these standards.  Other bands which had a hard core of active ringers were Walsall, Burton, St. Paul's, Little Aston, and Rugeley, though the majority of towers had at least one enthusiast among their members.


If the 1950's were dominated by Lichfield Cathedral then the next decade saw the emergence of several bands which enjoyed a period of prosperity: Gnosall where Barney Key and his family had moved into the parish; Little Aston under the energetic leadership of Michael Fairey; soon followed by Bilston where the arrival of Philip Davies sparked off a rapid increase in their progress; Stafford with the enthusiasm of Frank Beech and others supplementing the efforts of the older hands. Other towers such as Brewood, Codsall, Penn, and Wednesbury each raising their standards and becoming more active.


Evaluation of the situation during the final ten years of the Society's existence is necessarily more difficult; it is not easy to stand back, as it were, and to view all things in proper perspective.  Nevertheless certain trends stand out and remain reasonably clear in the memory.


Not many bands in the Archdeaconry have been able to ring any Surprise method regularly for Sunday service, but Bilston finally reached the eminence of Spliced Surprise, and several of their band rang peals of that nature.  Inevitably time took its toll and they are now rebuilding.  Stafford also have managed Spliced Surprise Major and Surprise Royal, and are fortunately placed with regard to welcoming ready-made ringers.  Pattingham have also benefited from the addition of ringers with experience, and enthusiasm is now high; Cannock perhaps more than any other tower have been able to demonstrate a success due almost entirely to the rapid advancement of a number of clever youngsters, finally reaching their goal of Surprise Major; and Aldridge for a time were on the crest of a wave.  Throughout these years the band at the Cathedral, with changes in personnel, have maintained their activity, while keeping a good standard always in view.


One phenomenon which has developed very rapidly during the last 20 years or so is the ringing of quarter peals, and it is interesting to compare the columns of the Ringing World today with those of say, 1963.  The quarter peals rung in the issue of the paper for 13th September of that year, published in larger print than those of today, occupied just half of a page, while in other issues of that time they rarely took up more than a page.  As might be expected, all the towers mentioned above together with many others, rang quarters, in addition to those rung by mixed bands. But one band which has established itself beyond all doubt in this field is that of St. Michael's, Lichfield.  They have developed a routine which has seen them head the list of local bands for quarter peal ringing which has been published in the Ringing World, and appear to be set on this course for an indefinite period, ringing a variety of methods in doing so.


Peal ringing during these final years has followed the national trend, away from the odd bell methods to the even bell ones, with much more emphasis on Surprise methods.  The average annual total since 1949 is 51 peals, perhaps a moderate figure for a Society with generally more than 300 members, but there has always been a definite proportion of the membership with little interest in this activity.  Still, there has been an upsurge recently; the annual average for the last six years being 66.  For some time the fluctuation in the number of peals rung has coincided with the coming together of one or more groups with the object of making regular peal attempts, and as one or other of these groups breaks up, the total activity decreases before re-grouping.  Another factor is the emergence, or otherwise, of someone with the ability to conduct, and sadly it has to be admitted that it has very often been difficult to induce members to take up this feature of the Art.


There are two performances which must be worthy of special mention.  Firstly in 1977 a peal of Doubles in two methods was rung on the light ring of five at Sandon by Dick Warrilow of Stafford together with his son Robert, daughter-in-law Cynthia, and their two young children, it being the first peal for young Stephen aged ten.  Then, mention has already been made of the move to Gnosall by Barney Key, his wife Marion and their family, and it was while there that husband, wife, and four of their children rang a peal of Grandsire Doubles at the nearby tower of Swynnerton in 1967.  This was an event unique in the annals of the Society, and is hardly likely to be repeated for some time yet (if ever?).


During this final period new bell installations appeared at Stretton (six) and Sandon (five), with augmentations at Tamworth to ten, Tutbury, Aldridge and Shenstone to eight and Lapley and Seighford to six.  In addition there were restorations at eleven rings of eight and five rings of six, together with the front eight at St. Peter's, Wolverhampton.  The church at Tettenhall was destroyed by fire in 1950, but the bells and frame escaped and were eventually restored to their original state.  Christ Church, West Bromwich suffered the same fate, as has already been mentioned, and at Tipton the tower was taken down to its foundations and rebuilt, but the bells were all sold.  The situation now is that, apart from certain doubts at Wood Green, all the rings of five or more in the Archdeaconry are fit for ringing.


Returning to ringing matters for a moment, the Society enjoyed a brief period of glory in 1977, having been successful in winning the Striking Competition for the Tewkesbury Shield at the first attempt.  The euphoria was soon dispelled, however, as a very moderate performance the next year failed to retain the trophy, and that was followed by two disappointing results in the competition for the Worthington Trophy at Burton on Trent.  As far as the Society's own Striking Competition is concerned, for some years it seemed to be dominated by bands from either Lichfield Cathedral or Little Aston, but eventually this control was broken by the Bilston band who created a record by winning the cup five years in succession; at the time of writing it is once more in the possession of the Cathedral ringers.


Until 1974, the committee, which was quite large, was re-organised, and now contains the officers plus five members elected at the A.G.M., and is thus less unwieldy.  At the same time in order to maintain contact with each tower, a Newsletter was introduced which gives details of any important decision made by the committee, and also gives advance notice of future events, and local tower news.  In order to lighten the workload of the Secretary, a Newsletter editor was appointed in 1979.  The present holder of this office is Lucy Smith.


Now a final look at personalities. Kenneth Parker took over as Secretary in 1972, to be succeeded in turn by Anita Foden in 1974.  She resigned in 1976 on her marriage to Trevor Kirkman, and Geoffrey Pick has held the appointment since that date.  When the Reverend C Holroyd Barker resigned as Treasurer in 1952, Frank Brotherton took over.  A man who was meticulous both by nature and by training, he applied this quality to the treatment of the Society's finances, a necessary procedure in what were occasionally difficult times.  After ten years he was succeeded by John Allen who brought a young man's energy and modern outlook to the job.  In a very short time he had completely reorganised the books of account and for the first time since the formation of the Society its finances were dealt with in a professional manner.  His tenure of office lasted for 16 years and on handing over to the present Treasurer, John Mulvey, the members recognised the valuable service which he had rendered by electing him an Honorary Life Member, as they had already done for Clive and Lucy Smith, and were later to do for Brian and Shirley Harris, all for the same reasons.


In 1980 a long tradition was broken, as in that year the members elected Helen Jarvis of Bilston as their first Lady Ringing Master, and it so happened that she was the youngest person ever to hold that office.  As if to underline their daring, the members elected another lady, Jean Johnson, as Deputy Ringing Master, acting together, and so a very notable precedent had been set.  Perhaps the Society had not fully recovered from its astonishment at this turn of events for in the very next year Jean Johnson took over as Ringing Master and yet another lady, Ann Eden, from Norton Canes, was elected as Deputy.  So for two years the ringing affairs of the Society were in female hands.  The Society has since returned to tradition, as the present holders of these offices are Martyn Reed and Philip Sealey.


It is only right and proper that acknowledgement should be made to those ringers who have joined the Society from other areas, and in their various ways have established their names in our records.  In the cases of the men of long ago, their careers have been set out in detail in the columns of the Ringing World, so only a brief summary is given here.  John Jaggar was a native of Oxford and later joined the legendary band at St. Paul's, Burton on Trent, then moving to Wolverhampton then West Bromwich, and finally to Oldbury where he died in 1942.  Two other well-known men, James E Groves and Herbert Knight, have already been considered.  Coming to the immediate post-World War II period, three men each in their quiet way have made their contribution to the well being of the Society and of their own towers: Charles Hone at Stafford and later at Baswich, Arthur Botterill at Walsall, and Ernest Stitch, firstly at Wolverhampton and later at Penn.  This last gentleman was extremely active in his retirement, ringing 200 peals for us during his stay of 12 years.  He died in 1963.


Some years later, Lucy Allen came from Huntingdonshire and held a teaching post at Abbot's Bromley, before she and Clive Smith were married.  Since then she has played an active part in Society affairs.  Philip Davies' name was already well-known generally for his achievements in the field of peal composition, especially that of Surprise, Major, before his arrival in Bilston. The band there had been slowly built up by Remi Hodister, and this latest addition to their ranks supplied just the extra expertise which they needed.  A few years later Jean Johnson came from London to live in Wolverhampton, and her drive and initiative helped to revitalise the band at St. Peter's there.  Brian Harris (of Bob Major Extent fame) came to our area at about the same time, and got together a band at Abbot's Bromley, firstly on the heavy-going old five and then on the transferred new eight, as has been previously described.  His wife, Shirley, joined him in the very active role which he undertook - she was our Dinner Secretary for some years.  Both Brian Harris and Philip Davies served as Ringing Master in turn, and each was responsible for progress made under their leadership.  Still more recently Kenmuir Russell came to Pattingham, and the foundations which he laid have since been built on by Peter Sell who has been joined, or rather rejoined, by David Everett.  The list of "incomers" includes Martyn and Jean Read, Mark and Anne Wood, David and Margaret Simpson, Geoffrey and Linda Pick, Andrew and Kay Else, the Bartholomew family, Ann Williams and Ted and Ruth Fairbrother; all of whom have played an active part in their own towers and some have held office in the Society.


It is equally right and proper that tribute should be paid to those whom while starting their ringing careers within the Archdeaconry, later moved on to other areas.  


In the case of the first of these persons however there is as yet no definite proof that he learned to handle a bell in South Staffordshire.  Isaac John Benjamin Lates was a native of Walsall, but his name first appears in ringing records in Oxford where he had gone to follow his trade as an upholsterer.  Between 1819 and 1823 he rang several peals at towers in and near that city being described eventually as "composer and conductor".  We then find his name included in a peal rung at Wolverhampton in October 1823, where he is described as "of Oxford".  Subsequent peals by him, which were rung in various towers in the area extending up to 1831 did not include this description, from which we may conclude that he had returned to his native county permanently, though he seemed to be most active in the Birmingham area towards the end of his life.  His claim to fame rests on his ability as a composer and a number of his compositions are today still regarded as models of their kind.  He died in 1858 and is buried in the churchyard at St. Philip's Cathedral, Birmingham.


John Carter was born at Darlaston and learned to ring there, later moving to Birmingham where he remained for the rest of his life.  Within two months from starting to handle a bell he could ring Stedman Triples, and his progress was phenomenal.  By profession a gunsmith he had many patents filed in his name, and his ringing machine is a marvel of ingenuity.  It really needs a whole article to do justice to the career of this remarkable man who died in 1927.


The name of the third person to be mentioned will almost certainly be unfamiliar to ringers today.  John Mottram Guest came from Stafford and in 1882 he emigrated to Australia where he was concerned with the installation of the bells in the new Cathedral of St. Paul in Melbourne.  He was believed to be the first person to call a peal in that country, which took place on the bells of the former Cathedral of St. James in the same city.  He died in 1933.


The next person will be familiar to most ringers.  Frank Perrens is a native of Bloxwich and learned to ring at Willenhall.  He was one of the band to ring a peal on fourteen bells (Stedman Sextuples on handbells) and called a number of peals in new methods.  He was for a time librarian to the Central Council. Although he does little ringing now he is keenly aware of what is going on in the Exercise at large.


Joseph (Joe) T Dyke, rang with the last members of the famous band at St. Paul's, Burton on Trent, before leaving for Somerset, where he remained.  He was a man who insisted on the highest possible standards from all ringers, always.


Ronald Dove's name needs no introduction.  Another ringer at St. Paul's, Burton on Trent, before leaving for the south, his labours on his work of reference will remain in the minds of ringers for a very long time.


Joan, Peter, and Dennis Beresford are again all very well-known, Joan has married since leaving the area.  Their presence and activity while at Lichfield are still remembered with respect and admiration.  Dennis of course was able to demonstrate his expertise to the full while Master of the Society of Royal Cumberland Youths.  Two young ringers of more recent times who have left us also deserve mention: Michael Fairey of Little Aston and Roger Riley of Aldridge.  Both very keen and very able, each has left evidence of those qualities in the records of the Society.


To close this section of our history, reference must firstly be made to those who gave long years of service and who have now left this life.  Men like Christopher Wallater of Willenhall, at present the member with the greatest peal total for the Society.  He had been Ringing Master and also Central Council representative, and had 69 years of resident membership.  Bert Horton of Wood Green then later of Darlaston was another former Ringing Master and Central Council representative.  His service of 72 years was however broken when he left the area for some years.  Edgar Marlow of Wood Green, the last of the band which flourished there before World War I had 71 years unbroken service.  Edward G Bowyer, "Uncle Ted" to his many friends in the Wolverhampton area was the man who put St. Bartholomew's, Penn on the Society's ringing map, with 69 years membership, and finally George Peers, a loyal servant of Tamworth tower who had 64 years service.


This Society, like any other, has its unsung heroes; people who are rarely if ever mentioned in the headline ringing news, are sometimes unknown outside their local district, but who by constant dedicated effort keep the Art alive.  They are the backbone which holds the organisation together and it is right that their work should be brought to the notice of all members.  It would be out of place to list all the individuals, but it is hoped that they will realise that they are not forgotten.


Now - what of the future?  Perusal of the Society's latest Annual Report, Minute Book, and Newsletters, will show that the Society is at least alive, and reasonably active.  A steady supply of new members arrives each year, though the turnover of membership might give cause for concern at some time in the future.  Peal ringing seems to be healthy, the social side of affairs is not forgotten, and so we may perhaps sound a note of cautious optimism.  There are, it must be admitted, areas where action is needed.  Towers where change ringing is not yet the normal procedure, and others with an urgent need for recruits.  Hopefully, there is a sufficiently forward outlook among members generally with which to tackle these items, and to try to provide such help as is possible.


Mention has been made in the account of the history of our neighbours in the north of the county, of the suggestion that the formation of a Guild for the whole of the Diocese should be considered.  This would of course involve the amalgamation of the present three Archidiaconal Associations.


It is interesting to note that this suggestion, which came from the Lichfield Society, was the third such proposal which has appeared during the lifetime of these three bodies.  In 1888 a letter from a ringer in North Staffs, which was printed in the Bell News, enquired as to the possibility of an amalgamation with the Stafford Archdeaconry Society, and a similar letter from another ringer from the north appeared in June of the following year.  In neither case was there any apparent follow-up, though the Secretary of the Stafford Society wrote to one of these enquirers asking for their requirements and offering co-operation if needed.  Long afterwards in 1973, another suggestion of the same nature was made, this time from the Shropshire Association.  In spite of several attempts by our Society representative to bring about a meeting between the three Associations, none was held.  The situation this third time is at least rather better.  Several meetings of the various representatives have been held; all possible aspects of the matter have been discussed, and the present proposal is for each Association to hold its own referendum on the issue.


It may not be out of place to recall that towards the end of the 1950's a suggestion was made by one of our members that an Annual Diocesan Festival be held, the arrangements for which to be in the hands of each Association in turn.  After a few teething troubles the first of these was held in 1960 at Stoke on Trent and was voted a great success.  However as the years passed support dwindled and it was decided that the festival held in 1969 should be the last.   More recently two other inter-Association events came under review.  In 1981, a suggestion that a joint Striking Competition be held, but although initial reactions were favourable yet again what could have been an interesting idea was not developed.  Then last year it was agreed that a Diocesan Festival be held, but on a smaller scale than those held some years before.  This did take place and was relatively successful.


Questions which now present themselves to the ringers of the Diocese are: 

· Are we prepared to look at the matter carefully and as objectively as possible? 

· Are we prepared to learn from any past mistakes and misconceptions?

· Are we prepared to try to find solutions to problems which will be to the benefit of the whole area? 


These questions offer a challenge which, hopefully, our members will be prepared to meet.


In preparing this account the writer acknowledges the ready help provided by a number of friends and fellow ringers.  He is especially grateful to Howard and Anthony Howell for the design and photographic work involved in producing the front cover of the Centenary issue of our Society by the staff of The Ringing World; to Canon Kenneth Felstead, Cyril Wratten, Chris Pickford and Philip Walker, for providing material and/or ideas for the historical background; to Harry Boswell for "editing" the minute books; and to Lucy Smith, who read the draft and offered useful suggestions and advice.











