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Preface 
This booklet has been produced as part of a project, supported by the Heritage Lottery Fund, to research 

the history of bells and bellringing along the line of the Pilgrims Way between Ropley and Winchester, so 

that we may engage new audiences with the heritage of bells and bellringing. 

We thank the Alresford Historical and Literary Society for permission to use the photograph on the front 

cover and acknowledge the input of Elizabeth Johnson for her research through the archives in the 

Hampshire Record Office and the tower, and Gareth Davies for his research on the development of 

change-ringing and the activities of early ringers.  
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Background – Henry VIII and the reformation 

In the 15th and 16th centuries there was a protestant reformation in parts of Europe. In England, starting 

in 1534, Henry VIII broke from the authority of the Pope and the church of Rome. The dissolution of the 

monasteries commenced in 1536. In 1539 William Tyndale translated the Bible into English and Latin was 

no longer used in services 

Between 1553 and 1558 Mary I, a devout Catholic became Queen and reversed some of these reforms. 

However, upon Mary’s death Elizabeth I, a protestant, took the throne and reversed the changes again. 

Under the Elizabethan settlement, Catholic mass was forbidden and by law everyone needed to attend 

church. She was also concerned that traditional superstitions went hand in glove with Popish 

observances. She prohibited the use of the passing bell, channelling bellringing into celebratory secular 

occasions.  

Many pre-reformation bells were named after saints, so in an increasingly puritan England, from 1643 

bellringers were constrained by an Act of Parliament from ringing all their bells on Sundays, and only a 

solitary bell was permitted to call the faithful to worship. This continued till the Victorian period, when 

the Oxford Movement introduced high church Anglo-Catholicism. 

Pleasure ringing and the development of change ringing 

One impact of this was that the ringing of bells was taken up as a pleasurable form of physical exercise 

for young men. There was also competition between various groups of ringers to practice changing the 

sequence that the bells rang in, rather than simply ringing them down the musical scale. From the early 

1600’s traditional patterns of changes emerged, in a similar way to folk dancing. These patterns or 

‘methods’ became increasingly complex and often had local names, depending on where they were rung. 

There was much rivalry to be the first to ring all the possible changes on seven bells – 5,040 different 

permutations. The first band known to achieve this feat or ‘Peal’ were the band at St Peter Mancroft in 

Norwich on May 2nd 1715. Other bands may have achieved this feat earlier, but there are no surviving 

records.  

In the eighteenth century, bell ringing had spread quite widely and there was considerable rivalry between 

town and village bands. Many bell ringing competitions were also held, with prizes such as hats and 

scarves donated by the local publicans or squires. Advertisements for these competitions were usually 

published in local newspapers. We know of competitions held nearby at Odiham, Barton Stacey and 

Basingstoke, and the Alresford men may have participated in them, although we know of no competitions 

held at New Alresford itself. 

Paid ringing 

Throughout the 18th century and the much of the 19th century bellringers played an important part in 

civic life. Only one bell might be rung before services, but all the bells in the tower would be rung for a 

manner of civic and secular purposes, and the ringers were paid to do this. Gareth Davies has conducted 

extensive research into the roles that bellringers played in Cambridge during this period and there is an 

interesting podcast interview with him about his research1. 

 
1 Remarkable PHD study of Cambridge bellringers' pay and habits | Fun with Bells - a podcast about bell 

ringing 

 

https://funwithbells.com/episode/remarkable-phd-study-of-cambridge-bellringers-pay-and-habits
https://funwithbells.com/episode/remarkable-phd-study-of-cambridge-bellringers-pay-and-habits
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As Gareth explains in his book ‘Foolish Youths and Substantial Rewards2’, payments to the ringers may 

have come from the church itself, but the Cambridge ringers were also paid, for example, by members of 

the public to celebrate their weddings (marriages were different then), by candidates in elections 

(elections were also very different), by winning syndicates in lotteries, and by the railway company to 

celebrate the opening of the railway. Similar things were probably happening all over the country. As 

Gareth explains, although small by today’s values, at the time they were significant sums of money. 

Payments to New Alresford bellringers 

At New Alresford from about 1768 there are comprehensive records in the churchwarden’s accounts 

showing there must have been an active band of ringers with entries for five ringing days, one for 

£1/17s/6d occurring annually for the ringers, and for entries such as mending belfry door key 6d.  

In 1783-4 there are entries of cash paid to: 

Stephen Fowler  One ringing day  7/6d 

Richard Freeman One ringing day  7/6d 

Tho Taylor  One ringing day  7/6d 

Tho Weston  One ringing day  7/6d 

Widow Curtis  One ringing day  7/6d 

In 1784-5 there are entries of cash paid to: 

Peter Loft  One ringing day  7/6d 

F Houghton  One ringing day  7/6d 

Tho Taylor  One ringing day  7/6d 

Jno Beazley  One ringing day  7/6d 

Richard Boxall  One ringing day  7/6d 

7s 6d was about the same as a labourer’s weekly wage in the 1780’s3, so it appears that the Alresford 

men, like the Cambridge ringers, were also well rewarded. 

An entry for 23rd March 1789 states the bells rang for the whole day to celebrate King George III’s late 

happy recovery. Furthermore in 1803 7/6d was paid for one ringing day when the King passed through 

the town. However, by 1808-9 the Churchwardens accounts show payment for the five ringing days for 

the last time. Perhaps the six bells were becoming unringable. At a vestry meeting on the 20th of 

November 1810 it was decided to take down the six old bells and recast them to make a ring of eight and 

to install a clock. This was financed by public subscription. 

When the new bells were put in, payments for ringing increased considerably to £5 per annum. In 1818 

it was resolved that ringers would be paid 10/6d per ringing day.  

Whilst the ringers were being paid, the cost of the new ring had not been met fully. The vestry meeting 

of 30th of April 1820 had to consider the best method of liquidating the debt, of £150 with five years 

interest thereon, from the parish to James Redmond and William Keen churchwardens. ‘It was resolved 

that the said debt shall be liquidated and paid by the present church wardens and their successors out of 

the rates to be made and collected on the parish by instalments of £50 every successive year until the 

whole sum was discharged.  

In 1821 J Pewsey was paid £5/11/0d for ringing days. W Pewsey and J Harvey where both ringers and 

churchwardens.  

 
2 Foolish Youths and Substantial Rewards 
3 Wages and Prices | A Family Story 

https://ringingworld.co.uk/purchase/shop/foolish-youths-and-substantial-rewards.html
http://www.afamilystory.co.uk/history/wages-and-prices.aspx
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The opening of the new ring of eight bells at New Alresford in 1811 

An account of the opening of the new bells by a band of specially selected ringers was published in the 

Hampshire Chronicle: 

 

NEW ALRESFORD —HANTS. RINGING. 

 
NOTICE is hereby given, a new PEAL of EIGHT BELLS, Cast by Mr. THOMAS MEARS, of London, will 

be opened with a Peal of BOB MAJORS, on Monday the 25th of March, 1811, by a select Set of 

Ringers, chosen for that purpose, precisely at ten o’clock in the forenoon. 

WILLIAM KEENE, / JAMES REDMAN, } Churchwardens. 

 

(Advert in Hampshire Telegraph & Sussex Chronicle, Mon. 25 March 1811; similar advert in 

Salisbury and Winchester Journal, Mons. 18 & 25 March 1811. Another version in Hampshire 

Chronicle, Mon. 25 March 1811, with, curiously, ‘Cingers’ vice ‘Ringers’.) 

 

On Monday a fine new peal of eight bells, belonging to the church of New Alresford, in this county, 

cast by Mr. Thomas Mears, of London, was opened with a peal of tripples, by the following select 

set of change ringers:— 

 

1.  Mr. Simmonds, Leatherhead. 

2.  Mr. Bartell, College Youth. 

3.  Mr. Joseph Rayner, Newport, Isle of Wight. 

4.  Mr. Wm. Webb, Newport, Isle of Wight. 

5.  Mr. Holdsworth, College Youth. 

6.  Mr. Toddy, Winchester. 

7.  Mr. Stephens, Newport, Isle of Wight. 

9.  Mr. Dyer, Alton. 

 

Weight of Tenor 17 cwt. 

 

(Hampshire Chronicle, Mon. 1 April 1811; from the lack of detail, it is unlikely that a full peal of 

5,040 changes was successfully rung on this occasion. The Union Society of Newport Isle of 

Wight records it in their peal book as a quarter peal). 

 

The Alresford ringers ring their own peal. 

The New Alresford men who had previously only had a ring of six bells, evidently set about learning to 

ring changes on their new ring of eight bells. Within less than fourteen years, they successfully completed 

a peal of their own on 26th December 1824. 

 

This was a magnificent achievement, as any ringer today will testify, especially as so many people were 

doing it together for the first time. At this point in history, only a few dozen peals were being rung each 

year across the whole country, so the New Alresford men had become quite proficient, quite quickly, and 

a board hangs in the tower recording this achievement: 
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Society of Alresford Youths 

New Alresford, Hampshire 

St John the Baptist 

Sunday, 26 December 1824 in 2h 57 (17) 

5040 Grandsire Triples 

Composed by John Holt (Ten part) 

 

                            1 Stephen Holt   

                            2 James Harvey (Conductor)   

                            3 William Pewsey  

                            4 William Smith 

                            5 T (Philip?) Phillips 

                            6 William Wise  

                            7 T (John?) Loader 

                            8 William Rutter 

 

Churchwardens 

Mr Peter Houghton 
Mr John Loader 

 

 

 

Peal board hanging in St John’s ringing chamber recording the 1824 peal  

https://dove.cccbr.org.uk/tower/15518
https://bellboard.uk/comp.php?id=2279325
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Thirteen years later some of the original band, plus some other local men rang another peal on the bells: 

 

The Lovers of Ringing 

New Alresford, Hampshire 

St John the Baptist 

Sunday, 31 December 1837 in 2h 47 (17) 

 

5040 Grandsire Triples 

 

                            1 William Smith 

                            2 James Harvey (Conductor)  

                            3 Henry Atkins  

                            4 William Smith Junior 

                            5 Thomas Atkins   

                            6 John Baker  

                            7 George Smith  

                            8 Benjamen Collyer  

 

Churchwardens 

Mr William Pewsey 
Mr James Harvey 

 
 

 

Peal board hanging in St John’s ringing chamber recording the 1837 peal. 

 

  

https://dove.cccbr.org.uk/tower/15518
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Who were the local ringers in the 1824 and 1837 peals? 

The men who rang in these two peals were all local men, mainly tradesmen active in the town. Details of 

them have been obtained from the 1841 census and other information on Ancestry.co.uk 

 

Thomas Atkins 1772 - 1851 

Rang in 1837 peal. 

Lived in the Dean in the 1841 Census 

Tailor 

 

Henry Atkins 1813 - 

Rang in 1837 peal. 

Son of Thomas Atkins 

Lived in the Dean in the 1841 Census 

Tailor 

 

John Baker 1811- 

Rang in 1837 peal. 

Lived at 39 West Street in the 1851 Census. 

Drapers Assistant 

 

Benjamen Collyer 1807- 

Rang in 1837 peal. 

Lived at 77 East Street in the 1851 Census. 

Appears in 1828 and 1839 trade directories as a pattern maker. 

 

James Harvey 1792 - 1883 

Rang in and conducted 1824 and 1837 peals. 

Churchwarden in 1837. 

Lived at 118 Broad Street in 1851 Census and described as Builder employing 6 men. 

Appears in 1828 and 1839 trade directories as a builder and bricklayer. 

 

Stephen Holt 1774 - 1843 

Rang in 1824 peal. 

Lived in the Soke in the 1841 Census. 

Appears in 1839 trade directory as a carpenter 

 

John Loader (Churchwarden) 1787 – 1846 

Appears in 1828 and 1839 trade directories as saddler and harness maker. 

 

T Loader 

Rang in 1824 peal. 

(Possibly a typo for John Loader the Churchwarden?) 
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William Pewsey 1796- 

Rang in 1824 peal. 

Lived at 126 Broad Street in the 1851 Census and described as carpenter master employing three men. 

Pewsey and Marshall appear in 1839 trade directory carpenters and builders in Broad Street. 

 

Wiliam Rutter 1790 -1852 

Rang in 1824 peal. 

Appears in 1839 trade directory at the White Hart. 

Lived in West Street in the 1841 Census and described as a bricklayer. 

Lived at 96 West Street in the 1851 Census and described as a bricklayer. 

 

T Phillips 

Rang in 1824 peal. 

(Could this be Philip Phillips the ratcatcher who lived in the Soke in the 1841 census?) 

 

William Smith 1766 - 1848 

Rang in 1824 and 1837 peals. 

In the 1841 census this William Smith is living in the Dean, age 75 as a pauper. 

 

William Smith Junior 

Rang in 1837 peal. 

 

There were many Smiths living in Alresford around the time, so it is difficult to separate the families. 

One William Smith, born is 1797 lived at 153 Little Weir in 1851 and at 164 Little Weir in 1861, age 63. 

He is described as a lawyer. However, according to the Census and other records this William Smith was 

born in Portsea, the son of John Smith and Ann Halliday. This William Smith married Jane Gilbert in 

Portsea, Hampshire, on 25 April 1852 when he was 55 years old and she was 28 years old. They had a 

son William, but he was not born untill 1846. 

 

There Is also a record of a William Smith living at Little Weir in the 1841 census age 45, with sons John 

age 15, Mary age 13, Harriett age 9 and Susannah age 6. This could be the same William Smith and his 

children from an earlier marriage. There could have also been an older son, who was no longer living 

with them in 1841. 

 

George Smith  

Rang in 1837 peal. 

Appears in 1839 trade directories as a baker in West Street. 

Appears in 1841 census as a publican at Tichborne Down, age 25.  

Appears in 1851 census as a farmer at 6 Tichborne Down, employing 3 men/boys on 130 acres.  

 

William Wise 

Rang in 1824 peal. 

Appears in 1828 and 1839 trade directories as boot and shoemaker.  

Appears in the 1841 census age 65 living in West Street. 

Appears in the 1851 census living at 49 West Street, occupation shoemaker. 
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1839 Trade directory for Alresford 
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The relationship with the Corporation and Town Trustees 

The ringers were therefore a group of respectable local people including churchwardens, the town clerk 

and tradesmen carrying out business in the town. 

In 1836 the Corporation [later to be the Bailiff and Burgesses and then the Town Trustees] gave the ringers 

a dinner at the Horse and Groom and a voluntary contribution. This dinner and contribution continued to 

be an annual event.  

In 1886 the bells were reported to go ‘in an unsatisfactory manner’. However, the bells obviously 

continued to be rung and there are records of payments of 10/6 to the bellringers, and the Town Trustees 

continued to host an annual dinner and gave a contribution for ringing for public occasions.  

The Town Trustees had a meeting in October 1893 which noted that the bell ringers had formerly been 

supported by an annual contribution from the funds of the late corporation, and they had since 1824 held 

an annual dinner at the Horse and Groom. It was felt that lack of support might result in a reduction in 

the number of ringers. It was decided to make payment for ringing on public occasions, and for the 

maintenance and hoisting of the town flag on the church tower. 

According to a report in the Hants and Berks Gazette, “On January the 9th 1896 the Old Alresford ringers 

joined in the feast at the Sun and the local bench granted an extension of time until 1:00am. This was 

remarked upon by the teetotal neighbours”. (It should be noted that the Temperance movement was 

becoming quite active at this point in time). 

 

From the Hants and Berks Gazette – January 9th 1896 
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Ringing in the new year 

One of the paid ringing days would have been for ringing in the new year.  From 1837 to 1906 James Sait 

and William Hall rang a midnight peal each January the first. This is commemorated on a board in the 

church porch. There are records that James Sait was still ringing in 1913, also that in 1889 J Sait was paid 

a year's salary of £6/0/0d. 

 
 

James Sait 1831- 1918 

Lived at 130 Broad Street in the 1881 census.  

Occupation bootmaker.  

Also listed as Parish Clerk in an 1878 trade directory.  

His wife was Eliza Jane Salt They had eleven children, seven of whom were still alive in 1911. 

 

William Hall 1839 - 1909 

Born in Privet and lived with his father William, a blacksmith at 124 Broad Street in 1851 census, 

Listed at 78 The Dean in the 1881 Census, with his wife Elizabeth, who was born in New Alresford. 

Occupation blacksmith/farrier, like his father. 

Also at 97 West Street in the 1891 census, and 62 West Street in the 1901 census.  



12 

Victorian reforms 

The Victorian period was a time of great social reform. The Oxford Movement gave rise to the ‘Belfry 

Reform’ movement, led by a group of Clergy who wished to take back control of their belfries, in some 

cases taking back the keys and locking the ringers out of their towers. 

There were strong links between the Oxford Movement and the Temperance Movement which was in 

ascendancy at this time. It is also not generally realised that the first ever national lottery was held by 

Queen Elizabeth I in 1566 to pay for harbour repairs. Initially held at irregular intervals, by the 1760’s they 

had become annual events, and the Cambridge ringers, and probably others too, were paid to ring the 

bells to help winners celebrate. However, due to the changing mood in Victorian England, the final state 

lottery was held in 1826. 

The belfry reformers despised the drinking of alcohol, prize ringing, gambling and other ungodly practices 

and portrayed the ringers as drunkards who engaged in anti-social activity.  They and established Diocesan 

Ringers Guilds and Associations whose objects were to recognise ringers as church workers, an 

appreciation of the tower as part of God’s house, and the encouragement of ringing for Divine Service. 

They required the ringers to ring all the bells for Sunday services, and to regularly attend church services. 

These changes led to many clashes between the clergy and their ringers. 

At this time many churches were also reordered to accommodate changing patterns of worship. West 

galleries for their choirs were often removed, and organs, previously despised like other musical 

instruments by the Puritans, were installed. By 1895 the whole church at New Alresford was in need of 

major repair and the leading Architect Sir Arthur Blomfield was employed to oversee a total rebuild.  

The tower remained standing, untouched by the works, although the bells were re hung with new fittings, 

the frame strengthened, and the bells quarter turned at a cost of £142/10s 

The opening peal on the bells was rung on 22nd December 1897. There is a fascinating account of this 

peal which can be found in the Bell News and Ringers Record of 1st January 1898. The peal was rung in a 

free-standing tower. The church had been demolished with its walls just six feet high. 

At the dinner, held in the Swan that evening, hosted by the Rector, the local ringers were encouraged to 

join the Winchester Diocesan Guild of ringers, which had recently been established as a result of the 

Belfry Reform movement. 
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Published in the Bell News and Ringers Record – January 1st 1898 

 

There is also record in the Bell News and Ringers Record of a quarterly meeting of the Winchester 

Diocesan Guild at New Alresford on Easter Monday 1898. Many Guilds and Associations were established 

and led by the clergy. The Master was the Rev R C M Harvey, who presided over the business meeting.  

Several other Clergy were also present. The account of the meeting includes a lengthy discussion about 

differences of opinion between members of certain bands of ringers and their Clergy. 
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Bell News and Ringers Record - April 23rd 1898 
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Women and two world wars 

It was in the late 1800’s that women finally started to become bell ringers, slowly at first, but today over 

half of our band are female. 

This change was accelerated by the two world wars, when many men were away fighting. There is an 

interesting piece of graffiti on the clock case in the tower. 

C B Eddoll and W H Jackson organised a peal of eight young ringers in order to fill up the gaps let 

by those who joined the colours in the great war against Germany in 1914- 

First peal by the young ringers was on Feb 8th 1916. 

The bells rung by the young ringers are marked on the bells on the board on wall near the bell. 

It appears that the term ‘peal’ was being used loosely, as there is no record of a full peal of 5040 changes 

being rung. 

 

 

Roger Booth 

Tower Captain  

19th March 2024 

Updated 23rd December 2024 


