Saxby bellframe, the earliest use of cast iron in a bellframe?

In 1801 Robert Taylor of St Neots recast the three old bells at Saxby, Leicestershire, and hung them in a new frame.

North, in his Church Bells of Leicestershire, notes that the bells at Saxby ‘are hung in an iron cage’.

In 1951 the bells were hung ‘dead’ for stationary chiming by Taylors of Loughborough. The old frame was removed and the bells now hang from back-to-back channel section steels all at one level. 

It occurred to me that the old frame may have been a very early example of cast iron work, so a search in the Inspection Books at Taylors was instituted.

John P Fidler visited on 12th June 1934 and commented as follows:

‘The bells hang in two tiers, ~ The bottom frame is very light cast-iron on wooden bottom cills, the head cills are ‘T’ section. The struts are 1 ½ x ¾. The head sill between Treble and 2nd has been broken at some time and roughly plated. The castings, like all the rest of the ironwork, are very rusty. These castings without doubt are too light for their job………  If possible the frames castings must be got out without breaking, also try and get the bottom cills without cutting  - it is quite possible that this is the first iron frame made.’

Fidler goes on to say that the tenor was above, mounted between two wooden beams which went between four vertical posts up from the floor.

The possibility exists, of course, that the bells were rehung at a later date in a new frame. A search of the existing Church Wardens Accounts Book, which covers the period up to 1843, showed no entries after 1801 except for new bellropes. Thus we are led to the conclusion that the frame arrived at the same time as the bells. It is not clear from the 1801 Accounts whether this is the case as there are no specific items relative to the frame. It could be part of the bellfounders bill. The major items are:

May 20. pd Robt Taylor bill for re-Casting the Bells and &c 


38   2 7

pd f'or Carring the Bells to Sant Neots and expened upon


  8 10 0

for Carring the Bells to Stanford and fetching them from st. Neots. 

  5   0 0

pd Hen Lathams bill






  5   6 6

pd Fowlers bill







16   3 10 1/2 

For Fething 2 load of Wood = from Garthorpe 



  0   5 0

From the plan drawings in the Fidler notes it is clear that the two trebles were set diagonally in the octagonal stage of the tower, and indeed, when visited recently the later cut-outs in the stonework indicated that it was indeed the case. John Fidler recognised the importance of the castings and felt they should be preserved.

Indeed it has now been discovered that one side-frame unit does survive, and is in the Bellfoundry Museum. It is, as Fidler comments, of unsubstantial section, 52” long and 21” high.
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These castings would seem to represent the earliest use of cast iron in bell frames anywhere in England.  The Wrangle, Lincolnshire, bellframe of 1822 was previously thought to be the first (as discussed in Lincolnshire Bell & Bellfounders, page 298). Sadly that frame has now gone.
George A Dawson.
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