A visit to Christ Church Philadelphia.

Whilst in America in March 2002, Peter Hayward & I took the opportunity to inspect this historic installation. The bells are the second oldest eight in America, cast by Thomas Lester & Thomas Pack of the Whitechapel, London, foundry in 1754, preceded only  by those in Christ Church, Boston in 1744, cast by the Rudhalls. It will be remembered that the first peal outside the UK was rung here on 9th June 1850 by a band comprising of some of the handbell ringers touring with P T Barnums Circus, complemented by local ringers. 

The bells have been recorded as being unringable in Dove.

Some details of the bells can be found on the website:   www.phillyringers.com

Arrangements were made with Bruce C Gill, the churches Clerk of Works to visit & inspect. Access to the tower is via the staircase at the base of the tower into the organ loft. The organ occupies a large volume of the lower tower level and the original ringing chamber floor was removed in the 1930’s when the organ was rebuilt and expanded. However it is interesting to note that only 4 large pipes now impinge into the space of the ringing chamber as the organ has been ‘improved’ and increased in size, but reduced in volume.

A ladder climbs up to the bell chamber via a trapdoor.

In this level the old bell frame sits diagonally in the tower with the corners sitting on the sills of the sound windows. It is of substantial construction and appears to be in good condition. It is a jack braced low sided oak frame which is divided into four quarters. In each quarter, bells 1& 8, 2 & 3, 4 & 5 etc hang. The wooden headstocks hold each bell by their canons (and none have been quarter turned). One bell, the sixth,  has been attached to the headstock by bolts through the crown, but the rest have a U or  J bolt through the single canon  and two eye bolts with iron ‘dogs’ through the double canons. 

Of the original 1754 ring, six bells survive. The tenor became cracked in 1834 and was recast by Thomas II Mears in London. In 1953 the fourth was replaced as it ‘was out of tune’ by Paccard of Annecy, France. It is interesting to note that this bell  is smaller than the third, so must be cast to a chiming profile.  It was at this time that three extra chiming bells were installed. These, an extra treble, a flat second and a flat fourth, were hung dead around the edges of the frame. It was almost amusing to see that Paccards had hung their replacement bell on the old headstock. However during the operation the bottom segment of the wheel was sawn off. Some old ropes are still to be found attached to the rather delicate one-piece wheels. The bearings are directly mounted into the top cills of the frame and are in almost every case dry.

It is the gudgeons that caught my attention. These are of the hooped type, that is one-piece with a central circle to avoid the canons. The advantage of this style is that the gudgeons can be accurately aligned on the headstock  so they are in line and much easier to set up for easy going of the bell. Now the earliest occurrence of this type of gudgeon seems to have been with the St Neots founders in the UK. George Hedderly of Nottingham also used them on his last English  job at Thistleton, Rutland in 1793. After his supposed bankruptcy in 1793, he emigrated to America and set up as a bell founder and bell hanger in Philadelphia. Two other jobs by him in America, which have not been rehung since, also have these gudgeons. Christ Church bells were rehung by him in 1812/3 as has been found by Bruce Cooper Gill in the Cash Books recently.

:

27th April 1812 To cash pd g. Hedderly


$56

16 October 1812 To do. [cash] g. Hedderly for gudgeons & etc $19.87

6 April 1813
to cash to geo Hedderly 11/  [$11.00]

This latter entry is just four days before his death.

So what to the future. The bellframe is the oldest eight bell frame in America, the others having been replaced. It is of substantial construction and appears to be solid and no traces of decay where in sits on the windows. The tower lacks its original ringing chamber floor, and has been chopped about to ‘accommodate’ the organ. Whether tower and frame are stable enough to take the strain of swinging bells would have to be determined, but techniques are available to undertake the investigation. What  could be better than to have what is now Americas most historic installation back in action, ringing as they were intended to be.
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