The beginnings of the Stamford foundry.

Three generations of the Norris family have been noted as bell founders at Stamford, Lincolnshire. The first, Tobie Norris first appears in Stamford documents when he obtained his freedom in 1607, but it is clear that he must have been resident in the town prior to this, as there are bells in the area  which are clearly in the same style, from as early as 1603.

In published material there is no indication of his origins, but it has been noted that his initial cross is almost identical with that used by the Oldfields, so there is a suspected connection with the major Midlands foundry at Nottingham.

Although documentary evidence has not yet been found, everything points to Tobie as being the second son of one Matthew Norris, formerly of Leicester, bellfounder. To substantiate this we must look at Matthew Norris. 

Matthew was the second son of Thomas Norris, late of Leicester deceased, when he obtained his Freedom  (to trade) at Leicester in 1575/6. His trade is described as ‘bellfounder’. Matthews first son was John Norris who became a Tanner, and he also obtained his Freedom at Leicester in 1604/5 as the ‘prentice of Mr Wm Norice, tanner’. This implies that John was 21 when he obtained his freedom, and so was born in 1583/4. John is the important link in the story, for when Tobie died in 1626 (and was buried at St Georges Church, Stamford on 4th November) he left a will, the interesting part of  which states that if his son Thomas

 ‘shall refuse or not satisfie and pay unto my said children the said severall sumes of monie and porcons according and at the time and times limited and sett downe in this my last will as is aforesaid, Then my will & minde is, and I doe herby give full power & lawful authority unto my beloved brother John Norris of Leicester, gentleman to sell, convey and assure my said house…….’. 

Thus we are led to the conclusion that Tobie originated in Leicester and was probably the second son of Matthew Norris. As such he must have been born in 1584/5. Tobie obtained his Freedom in Stamford on 4th June 1607. This ties in nicely with the usual age for obtaining one’s Freedom after apprenticeship at 21 years.

Having tied Tobie in to Matthew Norris and the Leicester foundry we have to ask ourselves did Matthew work at Stamford ? It is clear that he must have worked initially with the Newcombes at Leicester and been one of their collaborators. By the 1590’s the Newcombes were becoming associated with the Watts family, and it may well be that Matthew saw the writing on the wall as far as his future employment prospects were concerned, and decided that a new location was needed. 

What we can be certain of, however, is that he formed an association with one RO. In 1595 RO and MN cast a bell at Terrington St Clement, Norfolk. This fine bell has a badge with their initials upon it (illustrated in Lincolnshire Bells and Bellfounders, p.335) with an initial cross  which appears elsewhere ( Li Bells no. 250, CBRu no. 8). Other bells in this group using the same lettering and initial cross (but not the RO/MN badge) are:

1596 Newton, Lincolnshire 4th of 5

1596 Swaton, Lincolnshire 3rd of 3

1597 Seaton, Rutland  4th of 5

Now the initial cross is almost identical to the initial cross used by the Oldfields of Nottingham (CBLi no 116) except for the small dots between the arms. This leads to the conclusion that RO was one of the Nottingham Oldfields, probably a younger brother of Henry 1 Oldfield. On the evidence of the Churchwardens Accounts at St Margaret’s, Kings Lynn where there are payments to ‘Rychard Howlfeld, a belfounder’ in 1595, it is surmised that RO must be this Richard (H)Oldfield. Later it would appear that he moved (circa 1599) to Cambridge and cast bells there until 1612. 

But back to Matthew Norris. Until the appearance of the RO/MN badge no bells had been assigned to him, but this badge makes it clear that it is his joint work. It is likely that the 1596/7 bells mentioned above are the joint work of Norris and Oldfield, but the possibility exists that the partnership had already broken up and they are the sole work of one of them. However the fact that at Seaton there are two bells dated 1597, the fourth in the decorated Gothic capitals mentioned above, and the second which has a small plain Roman capital letter set suggests that Norris and Oldfield having cast these bells together, decided to go their own ways and did this last job together. Norris then used the plain Roman lettering initially. At nearby Edith Weston there is a bell in identical lettering and inscription ( SVM ROSA PVLSATA MVNDIA MARIA VOCATA 1597). The S’s and N’s are reversed. Thus we can allocate these bells to Norris.

After this period Matthew Norris disappears. No date of death has been found, nor a will so far. However as Tobie was born circa 1586, the early bells from 1603 to 1607 were cast when he was still in his teens. This is unlikely and we must conclude that Matthew was still alive, and thus started the Stamford foundry business. This would be supported by the fact that the earliest bell with Tobies name or initials is third of four at Orton Waterville dated 1606. Can we conclude that Matthew had recently died and the young Tobie wished the world to know he was working on his own? Whatever it was, Tobie continued to cast bells at Stamford up to his death in 1626 at what was the early age of about 41 years. As his will states he was succeeded by his son, Thomas, and it was he who expanded the Stamford foundry and produced so many rings of bells.
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