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Addendum To Old Morganians  
  NEWSLETTER No. 6, MARCH 2014 

  Our Old School Bell 

 
By your editor and other contributors. 

About two years ago I began to hear rumours that the old school bell, which in my days (1951 to 
1956) hung on the railings outside of the staff-room in the tower at Dr. Morgan’s School on Durleigh 
Road, had been found somewhere on the roof.  
 
I assumed that when the school became Haygrove Comprehensive in the early 1970s that a more 
modern system had been required for signalling the start and end of classes over a much wider area, 
and so it had been dismantled, and possibly disposed of, but was it possible it was still on site? I 
contacted Old Morganian Graham Pow (DMS 1964 entry) who many of you already know is the 
present day Haygrove School Site Manager.  
 
With the blessing of Head, Karen Canham, Graham and his colleague Dave were only too willing to 
help investigations and my wife and I, plus Bill King, made a visit to the school on the morning of 
Tuesday 25th June 2013, to view the bell, take pictures of it, and ascertain its dimensions and any 
engravings or markings on it. 
 
I had often told the story of how this bell was rung for change of classes by Caretaker Sam Napper, 
and sounded quite a good note until our final year there when, during the holidays, contractors painted 
not only the railings but also the bell itself! This considerably wrecked its tone. I had wondered if I 
had actually dreamed this whole scenario..UNTIL Graham wheeled the bell out of his store… and 
there it was a dirty, dusty, WHITE painted bell!  
 
I was not going so senile as had been suggested! But was it the same bell? This one looked so 
small…and then I thought of the time I went back into Albert Street Junior School hall which had 
seemed so large to a 7 year old, but to a 28 year old seemed miniscule, and I realised a similar scaling 
was happening here, from a 16 year old’s viewpoint to that of my present 73 year old’s vision! 
 
I think I am correct in saying it is the same bell, although several people have mentioned a smaller one 
which used to hang, they say, above the West end door way out by the old cloakrooms and toilets. 
They remember Jack Lawrence ringing that for end of lunch break – if so, no evidence has yet been 
found of that one.  
 
In June we thought the inscription read 1692 but with the surface thickly painted it was difficult to see 
if there were any other founder’s markings. However we established it was 11 inches high internally 
with a further height of about 2½ inches to the top of the casting. A hole had been drilled through the 
top lug to take a steel shackle, and this, together with the steel chains used to hold it to the railings 
were still attached (and probably weighing as much as the bell!) At the sound-bow the bell was only 
9½ inches diameter, and at the mouth 127/8 inches, so it was quite slender with very little flare at the 
mouth.  
 
The strike note we estimated it gave was the top E on my violin! This data gave me a lot to work on 
and as it looked as though it might have been a bell from a Buoy, similar to one found many years ago 
in the sea at Kingston Seymour (which funnily enough ended up as the school bell there) I contacted 
Trinity House and picked their brains, thinking that the 1692 might be a list number for a particular 
buoy.  
 
This turned out to be a red herring as, in the meantime, Mike Dodden and Bill King had words with 
Old Morganian Mark Hamlin at Monmouth Street Motor Engineers, and he offered to sandblast our 
bell so that we could see if there was any other information to be had under the paint, and also I had 
contacted several church bell experts, one of whom said that even from the photos of the dirty bell he 
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thought he had traced its founder to be John Pennington of Tavistock, just from the shape of the 
numbers of the date inscription.  
 
We took the bell to Mark on 28th October, he worked his miracle on it removing what he thought to 
be about an eighth of an inch of paint, and we picked it up from him again on 20th November. What a 
magnificent difference! Mark was sure it was bronze (as church bells, not brass as ships’ bells) and we 
could now see that the date was 1698, the 8 having a flat bottom and all the numbers being deeply set 
into the mould so that the square of the block around each number was clearly shown in the casting. 
This has given Bell-hanger Bob Parker of Taunton the revised belief that it was cast by John Stadler of 
Chulmleigh in Devon. He says  
 
“ This founder worked with several of the Penningtons and the 8 with the flat on it is on lots of their 
bells and was used by him when casting bells in his own right. According to the late John Scott (Bell 
Historian) the thing that points to Stadler is that he pressed the stamps well into the mould and this 
shows the backing block that the stamp was mounted on which is seen on a lot of his bells.”  
 
We also weighed the bell, less its chains, on spring scales and on a set of bathroom scales – 49lbs or 
3½ stone = 49lbs so that gave good correlation. (A calculation based on the Hz frequency of the strike 
note and its 127/8 inches mouth diameter had suggested about 25.9lbs but this was based on bigger 
church bell practice and was shown to be way out for our small and ancient bell.)  
 
We transported the shining bell back to Haygrove School where all were amazed at the transformation. 
Again, the Head made time to come and admire it and some young pupils took keen interest. Graham 
told us it would be stored in a clean area now and when the old Crush Hall is renovated sometime next 
year it is hoped to give it a place of honour there. In the meantime, and thereafter, we have an offer to 
use it at any of our dinners. 
  
 
It has been interesting to search out members’ memories on the various bell systems over the years. 
Chris Lawrence said that in his days there was no such bell and that the new building had been 
designed from the outset with an electrical bell system, others agreed with him, some remembered 
Sam or a staff member ringing a handbell on the Quad.  
 
From my contacts so far it would appear that the bell arrived on the railings about early 1950s but was 
gone again by the early 1970s. Then came a breakthrough, two in fact! Ray Haines tracked down a 
June 1955 school photo which clearly showed the bell in position (if one of two lads had leant 
sideways a bit it wouldn’t have been visible!) and John Gardner (DMS entry 1952) recalled having 
seen and worked on a bell in Glyn Rees’ workshop store. John’s actual comments were:  
 
“Yes I do remember the bells. I also remember Sam Napper very well who had the bell above his 
cubby hole and rang it diligently for every change of lesson [every 45 minutes!] by pulling the rope. I 
can remember this during my time from 1952-1958. The large bell lived for my first few years in the 
store-room of the Glyn Rees workshop. I was charged with cleaning it on one occasion. I have a vague 
memory of it being moved to the space above the staff room in the tower, but am not certain of this. I 
cannot remember for sure but have some idea that it came from a church. The workshop made some 
brass candle sticks and a crucifix for a local church in ’53/54 which I think was in exchange?.” 
 
Unfortunately he goes on to say that this was not the bell above Sam’s Cubby Hole, so what was 
going on – we shall probably never know the full story! Our bell certainly had a broken clapper, or 
probably none at all, until a “Fred Carno” lump of steel on a chain was added by someone – can we 
guess who??  
 
The sand blasting had also revealed three flat portions on the outside of the bell which would suggest 
it was originally struck by an external clock hammer. Or simply someone belted it mercilessly a few 
times with a very heavy hammer!  
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In his “Memories of DMS” Ray Haines (DMS 1953-60) has given us this insight: 
 
 “What a lovely man, Sam Napper, the caretaker, was. Always smiling, always lending an ear 

and always helpful. There was a bell situated on the roof adjacent to the staff room directly above 
Sam’s little cubbyhole. 

 
One of his duties was to ring this bell to signify change of lessons. An extension cord was 

somehow fed from the bell clapper, through a small window and into Sam’s cubbyhole so that he 
could ring the bell from there, Since most of the classrooms were contained in the square surrounding 
the quadrangle the bell could be heard from everywhere, with the possible exceptions of the couple of 
exterior rooms such as the A.C.F. hut, the newer pre-cast concrete double classroom and parts of the 
playing field.  

 
Seeing movement of others on the move would soon trigger movement there, The system did 

not always work quite that smoothly- if you are one of the guilty culprits it is not too late to own up and 
some of you will know what’s coming next. On occasions the bell clapper was somehow disabled so 
that, despite Sam’s efforts, the bell would not ring. 

 
His backup was a handbell, which he would ring walking round the perimeter of the 

quadrangle and no doubt in other locations. I witnessed this on more than one occasion, though how 
the perpetrators managed to disable the bell without being spotted from the staff room is beyond me. 
Perhaps someone reading this may know.” 
 
Keith Salway (DMS 1957-64) gave us this: “Sam	  rang	  his	  high	  toned	  bell	  each	  lesson	  break	  from	  a	  rope	  in	  
his	  little	  room;	  as	  I	  remember	  there	  was	  a	  pattern	  say	  4	  or	  5	  rings	  ,	  a	  pause	  and	  a	  last	  ring.” 
 
John Summerhayes (DMS 1950-55) says: “My memory is that the bell was certainly above Sam 
Napper’s cubby-hole between the gym and The Headmaster's foyer, though at lunchtime he would 
come out and ring a handbell to get us in for lessons. I cannot remember that I heard him use the bell 
by the cubbyhole. At the end of each lesson a buzzer would ring which may well have been the 
electric bell system.” 

So it would appear that the bell didn’t arrive at DMS (or at least wasn’t hung and used there) before 
the early 1950’s. BUT, the fact that its date of casting is only 25 years before the date given (1723) for 
the founding of the school leaves us with a mystery - Where was it all those intervening years? Was it 
in a church or was it ever in the tower of the Mount Street School? Probably we shall never know! 
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View of bell hung on railings at 
DMS from 1955 school photo. 

 

 

Bell ‘as found’-external. Bell ‘as found’ – internal 

 

Bell after sand-blasting – 
Above: note large 
depression at bottom 
centre. Below note two 
more smaller depressions. 

 

 

Above: bell internally 
after sand-blasting. 
Below: our bell date 
after sand-blasting 

Above: Window as in Oct. 2013 where 
the bell- rope passed through – this 

window had only recently been replaced. 
Below: Earlier 2013 view outside the 
same window in Sam’s ‘Cubby-hole’ 

showing new railings. 
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I do not have a photo of Stadler’s bell dates, but note that Pennington has a flat TOP to his 8, this is at 
the BOTTOM on our bell date. It was very difficult to decipher this last number before sand-blasting. 
 
 
 
As I have space on this last page, I can insert Chris Lawrence’s comments on the bell 
systems at DMS and also our President, Bryan Lancastle, has asked me to make 
members aware of the late Lord Biffen’s book which has recently been published. 
 
First Chris Lawrence: The mysterious bell must have been a post-1952 addition; I am certain it was 
not there during my time at Morgan's. I wonder if the electric bell system developed a fault, it was 
installed when the school was built and re-wiring would have been expensive and difficult. A rope-
operated bell as described would be quick and easy to install (possibly by Mr. Rees and his minions!). 
I do not think it can be regarded as an important piece of school memorabilia; the pestle and mortar 
used at school assemblies would be a better item if it could be located (I recently heard it had been – Ed.) 
though it was probably introduced by Mr. Trenchard. It is most unlikely to have graced Dr. Morgan's 
surgery! 
 
I have quickly looked through the headmaster's reports to the governors but I only have an incomplete 
set, mainly from the 1960s but not all of these. The point is that school expenditures are usually quoted 
in these and for what items. Broken windows commonly feature! Anyway, so far no mention of 
installing a bell let alone buying one. 
 
I must state that despite being Jack Lawrence's son never accorded any special access to school areas 
or, indeed, any perks. Ay times it was positively disadvantageous! However, when in the sixth form I 
did access the projection room suite at times by reason of following Roger Hughes as assistant 
projectionist. One of the rooms opened to the balcony and I rather think I would have noticed a bell 
hanging outside - I might have even heard it had it been rung! 
 
From Bryan Lancastle, 17.01.14, re the late Lord Biffen’s book ‘John Biffen – Semi-detached’:  
“I have just had a letter from Peter Haggett concerning the publication of John Biffen’s book. 
This has been published by Biteback Publishing, London. There is a foreword by Mathew 
Parris and a Preface by Sarah Biffen. Old Morganians will read with interest this 
autobiography of John Biffen (Lord Biffen of Tanat, Shropshire.).They will be especially 
interested in the five chapters dealing with life at Dr. Morgan's in the 1940s. There are pen 
portraits of some of the permanent staff (Charlie Key, Percy Gillard, Stagger Storey and of 
course, Jack Lawrence who kindled his love of History.) It sounds a very interesting read. The 
cost has been indicated at £30 but I am sure it will be available in libraries.” (There may be 
reference in there to the pestle and mortar, but not to the bell as John was at DMS in the early forties 
way before the bell’s time there. I see (Jan 24th.) there is an introductory offer for the book at £25  on 
the Biteback website, under ‘Biography-Conservative’ Category  – Ed.) 

 

Left: Date examples from  Pennington bells 
showing similar numerals.  


