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The Men Who Built Oxford Talk 
We welcome back Liz Woolley with another of her fascinating talks on 

Oxford. Oxford’s population doubled and its footprint almost quadrupled 
during the Victorian period. This talk examines some of the characters 
involved in this enormous expansion of the city. They included builders, 
architects, property developers and landlords. Fortunes were made, 
reputations were lost, regulations were ignored, and political careers were 
boosted. Meanwhile grand buildings were erected and tens of thousands of 
incoming workers and their families were accommodated, many of them in 
houses which still line Oxford’s streets today, and which change hands at 
prices which would make the average Victorian artisan faint. 

This meeting will be held in the Clifton Centre on Monday 15th January 
at 7:30pm. 

Oxfordshire on Canvas Talk 
Marie-Louise Kerr comes to take us on a visual tour of Oxfordshire, as we 

look at local scenes captured by artists and art that has made an impression 
on our neighbourhood. This talk looks at local scenes and views that have 
inspired and been painted or drawn by artists (famous and less well known) 
over the last 200 years. There are also some artworks that are now features 
of our landscape. 

This meeting will be held in the Clifton Centre on Monday 19th February 
at 7:30pm. 

Launton Handbell Ringers – Recital & History, 18th 

December 2023 
Nine ringers entertained us with a selection of seasonal tunes together 

with a history of the group and the bells. 

Dates For Your Diary 

Men Who Built Oxford talk 
15th January @ 7:30pm 
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article 

1st February 
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2nd February 

Oxfordshire on Canvas talk 
19th February @ 7:30pm 
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The working collection of bells consists of 
eighty-one bells, eighty of which were collected 
by Frederick Sharpe, the founder of Launton 
Handbell Ringers. It was his ambition to have an 
example of every known bellfounder’s work 
from the reign of Charles II to the present day, 
and at the time of his death in 1976 he had a 
collection of approximately two hundred and 
fifty bells. The oldest bell is the B♭, which dates 

from 1696 and carries the founders’ mark of a 
dabchick inscribed inside the bell. 

Sharpe founded the team in 1951, employing 
the four-in-hand method with the set of bells he 
had tuned himself.  Jacob van Eyck (1590-1657) 
was an expert in bell-casting and tuning, and his 
methods would have enabled Sharpe to tune the playable bells by ear.  Sharpe and friends initially played in St 
Mary’s Church in Launton and their first public performance was at Graven Hill Theatre on 21st June 1951 as part of 
the Festival of Britain celebrations.   

The bells are very fragile and would shatter if dropped 
on a hard surface.  They are made of a type of bronze 
known as bell metal and, provided that they are not 
polished, they stay in tune. The clapper is covered in felt 
or chamois leather to ensure that it does not strike the 
bell directly, which would crack it. They ring across one 
plane and can be ‘damped’ by placing on a padded 
surface.  The sound of the bells mellows with age.  The 
newest bell, A♭, was tuned at Whitechapel and has a 

pure note. The notes are stamped on the bells’ 
leatherwork.  The shape of bells in current use came to 
the UK in 1696. 
On Sharpe’s death in 1976, in accordance with his will, 
the Sharpe Trustees were set up and they encourage use 
of the bells. 

The ringers play tunes from around the world and included in their recital examples from Finland, France, USA, 
Ukraine and Poland, dating as far back as 1582.  A well-known composer of tunes and songs, particularly for 
children, was Norman Bearcroft of the Salvation Army. 
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