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THE FIRST AMERICAN ENGLISH HANDBELLS 

Reprinted from OVERTONES, July-August, 1985 

 

Willard H. Markey` 

 

 Historical records indicate that the first handbell was made by Robert Cor at Aldbourne, Wilts, England about 

1694.  He was joined by his brother William in 1696 and the craft was later passed on to other members of the family 

who carried it on until the mid-1700’s.  The work was later taken over by Robert Wells and his sons, whose bells were 

identified by the initials RW inside the casting. 

 As time went on, other foundries began producing handbells for a growing market.  According to the late 

Frederick Sharpe, who had an extensive collection of early handbells, there were some 60 founders of handbells from 

the days of Robert Cor up to the mid 1960’s.  Some of the early handbells, which were used to practice change ringing, 

can still be found in churches in England and America where towers housed rings of bells, and in bell museums and 

among bell collectors.  Although the leather handles may be cracked and worn from age and use, and the clappers may 

need repair, the bell castings are generally in good condition and provide fine examples of the early bellcraftsman’s art. 

 It was not until the development of the modern machine lathe that handbells began 

to develop into musical instruments.  By using the lathe to turn the bell castings down to pitch 

it was possible to raise the quality of tuning.  Increase the musical range and produce bells in 

quantity to meet the growing demand.  Handbells began to be identified with music and 

ringing teams were heard in performanances in the towns and villages. 

 With the sound of handbells ringing throughout the concert halls in England, it was 

only natural that before long the sound would bridge the Atlantic and be heard in America. 

 Historians do not agree as to which was the first ringing band to perform before an 

American audience, or who was instrumental in bringing the first English handbell team to this 

country.  One of the most colorful stories concerns the great showman, P. T. Barnum and the 

Lancashire Bell Ringers.  In Barnum’s autobiography, “The Life of P. T. Barnum”, written by himself, we find this extract: 

 “Having heard, while in London in 1844, of a company of ‘Campanalogians, or Lancashire Bell Ringers; perform 

in Ireland, I induced them to meet me in Liverpool, and there engaged them for an American tour.  One of my 

stipulations was that they should suffer their moustaches to grow, assume a picturesque dress, and be known as the 

‘Swiss Bell Ringers’.   They at first objected, in the broad and almost unintelligible dialect of Lancashire, because, as they 

said, they spoke only the English language  
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and could not pass muster on Swiss people; but the objection was withdrawn when I assured them that if they 

continued to speak in America, as they had just spoken to me, they might safely claim to be Swiss, or anything else and 

no one would be any the wiser.”  

“As in other cases, so in this, the deception as to the birthplace was of small account, and did no injury.  Those 

seven men were really admirable performers, and by means of their numerous bells of various sizes, they produced the 

most delicious music.  They attracted much attention in various parts of the United States, and in Cuba” 

Barnum’s billing of this group as the “Swiss Bell Ringers” appears to be the source of the historical misnomer 

that handbells started in Switzerland and that bell choirs are Swiss in origin. 

During the height of the vaudeville era many professional handbell groups were active in North America.  Such 

names as the Peak Family Bell Ringers, the Spauldings, the Sawyers, the Shipp Brothers, the Royal English Bell Ringers 

and other groups of “Swiss Bell Ringers” appeared on billboards across the land.  It was the increased demand for 

handbells for the vaudeville trade that brought American foundries into the business of producing them. 

In 1866, the Mayland Company in Brooklyn, N.Y., which produced organ chimes, also entered the handbell field.  

Using castings supplied by Bevin Brother of East Hampton, Connecticut, Mayland offered sets of up to five full octaves.  

The Mayland bell was unique in that, unlike bells made in England, the clapper was recessed so that the bell could be set 

upright on a table without being tilted by a protruding clapper.  Their bell was also provided with a metal strip to 

reinforce the leather handle and make it more rigid.  Another distinquishing```````````````````````` mark of the Mayland bell 

was its nickel-plated finish.  Scott Parry, in his book “The Story of Handbells” published by Whittemore, states that the 

nickel-plating was part of the tuning process – that the bells were tuned flat on the lathe and then plated to bring them 

up to pitch.  In this way they were able to control the pitch by the thickness of the nickel-plating.  Several years ago I had 

the opportunity of talking with Mr. Stan Mayland who was associated with that firm, and I questioned him about that 

procedure.  He could not confirm that the plating was part of their tuning process.  Although the concept of tuning by 

plating appears to be valid, apparently it was not used for that purpose.   

There are still some sets of Mayland bells around the country.  The bells I have seen are well tuned with clean 

partials and a clear tone. 

Another firm entering the handbell field about that time was the J. C. Deagan Company in Chicago, Illinois, which 

offered not only sets of Deagan “Swiss Hand Bells” ranging from 15 to 61 bells, but they were also available in low pitch 

(A-435), or high pitch (A-440) to conform with the new standard being adopted by other musical instrument 

manufacturers.   The Deagan catalog of the early 1900s listed a full set of five octaves (61 bells), C to C, at the price of 

$350.00.  The Deagan handbell was quite similar to that being produced in England and had leather handles,  

 

handguards, clappers, etc.  The handles had metal reinforcing strips and the bells ere nickel-plated.  J. C. Deagan 

obtained an American patent on the clapper mechanism in spite of the fact that it was almost identical to its English 

predecessor. 
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In addition, Deagan offered  Four-in-Hand bells, Tap Bells, Arch Bells and a line of Electrically Operated Musical 

Bells, all primarily designed or the vaudeville trade.   

Deagan’s main thrust after World War I was the Mallet Percussions which were very big in vaudeville in those 

days.  Organ Percussions and the new Tubular Tower Bells – and away from the large assortment of “novelty 

instruments, which included handbells and other types of instrument having vaudeville application. 

The Street Company of Hartford, Connecticut was also a producer of handbells during the pre-World War I era.  

Little information on their bells is available and few, if any, examples 

of their work remain. 

With the advent of the radio, the talkies and TV, and the 

demise of vaudeville, the “Swiss Bell Ringers” and their handbells 

faded from the entertainment scene.  The first era of handbell ringing 

and the first American-made English handbells became history. 

It was not until Margaret Shurcliffe started the Christmas Eve 

tradition of ringing carols on Beacon Hill in 1926 that the first small 

spark of revival was lit.  Her Beacon Hill Ringers were the first of a 

new generation of ringers which helped fire a new surge of interest 

in handbell ringing which has continued to burn brighter each 

succeeding year.  

 

For more articles like this and on a wide variety of handbell topics visit the Guild Store and check out the 

“Overtones 1955-1986” compilation resource book 

https://www.z2systems.com/np/clients/agehr/product.jsp?product=7&catalogId=2 

 

https://www.z2systems.com/np/clients/agehr/product.jsp?product=7&catalogId=2
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•	 There are many opportunities to attend 
educational Festivals and Seminars at 
the local, area, and national levels, featuring 
top clinicians, massed ringing, and concerts 
by the best ensembles in the country. 
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Tools and more.
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scores and a complimentary Enhanced CD, 
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materials and state of the art Finale® and 
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•	 There is something for everyone in 
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Tips & Tools publication.

•	 Our E-Notes electronic newsletter keeps 
you quickly and easily connected with 
important news and announcements.

•	Area Newsletters and Websites keep 
you informed about the people and events 
near you.

•	Mentors are available in many areas to work 
with directors and ringers at all levels.

•	 Area Chime Loan Programs provide 
equipment to help launch handchime 
programs in schools and churches.
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