Laneham, the earliest working bell-frame with cast iron components.

During a re-appraisal of the installation at Laneham, Nottinghamshire, all by James III Harrison of Barton on Humber, Lincolnshire in 1812, it was realised that the frame contained an important historical feature.

The 4 bells were cast by Harrison to his ‘short form’,  which he himself praised at the time as giving a deeper tone than conventional bells, and the tenor which weighs only 10.3.4 has a strike note of E (nominal of 652 Hz).  History has not been kind to Harrison because of the poor tonal structure of such bells.

However it is the frame which is of interest. It is, at first sight, a typical Harrison frame, of jack braced construction, with the bottom sills joined together with double mortice & tenons. There is even the top sill of a fifth bell pit across the end of the tenor pit with the mortices cut out for the braces & jack brace, but there is no bottom sill (Harrison had quoted originally for 5 bells). But the really interesting feature of the frame is that the truss between the treble & second bells is not of wood but of cast iron sitting on the bottom wooden sill. Now the immediate reaction was that it must have been a later replacement but close inspection revealed that there were no redundant mortice holes from previous braces. Thus the casting must have been original.
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Part of the iron frame. Photo by Tom Blyth

Unfortunately it is difficult to photograph because of the bells, but it is similar in profile to Warner and Whitechapel low sided frames of the late 19th/early 20th century (Pickford type 8.3.A.e), in other words like a jack braced truss cast in iron.  The braces are 6” by ¾”, the jack braces 3” by ¾” and the top sill is T shaped in section , the vertical being 6” by ¾” and the horizontal being 4 ½” wide. There is a substantial double bearing bed for the two side-by-side bearings, now obscured by a later additions for the modern ball bearing housings by Taylors of Loughborough when the rehung the bells with all new fittings in 1937. There are ample feet at the bottoms of the braces. In other words it is a well thought out casting, carefully designed for the purpose to which it was put.
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In the historical sense it is very important because it would appear to follow the Robert Taylor castings of 1801 formerly at Saxby, Leicestershire, one of which survives in the Loughborough Bell Foundry Museum, but before the lost Wrangle frame of 1822. It therefore appears to be the earliest bellframe still in use containing a cast iron component.
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