
If you are reading this before Wednesday, August 2nd please join us for our 
August Archive Evening. You don’t need to bring anything just come along 
and see what others have brought. Or make a note now to come along on 
Wednesday September 6th @ 7:30pm to hear a History of American 

Airbases in East Anglia, from the perspective of an American aviator who has now 
made Stowupland his home.  

As with all our monthly meetings you don’t need to be a SLHG member to come along, 
members pay £2.00: visitors pay £4.00.  

At our June meeting we welcomed two speakers from Stowmarket.  Darren Dordoy 

&Winston Girling spoke to us about the “Stowmarket Parish Church Spires and its Bells”. 

For those of you who weren’t there, Jerry recalls: This was a talk of two halves with “Spires” 

the first half and “Bells” the 2nd half and Annie and Liz were on hand providing half time 

refreshments, very much needed in this hot spell.  

“Spires what are they good for” to borrow a line and adapt a sixties hit by Edwin Starr. Well 

thanks to Darren we learnt they had a number of uses in history. Not least a focal point for 

navigation, weather forecasting and a meeting point for many a reunion. Listening to the talk 

my mind went back to a conversation with my Grandad in Plymouth about our Parish church, 

St Mathias. Grandad talked very briefly about the German planes during the Blitz 1940/1 and 

the tower of this church was a focal point for navigation on a clear night. Homing in on this 

point the German pilots knew that they were on course for the Naval dockyard which was an 

important target at this time. My mind now firmly back on the talk and the first “Spire” at 

Stowmarket. (Neil commented: the spire that Darren was talking about was the one that was 

being replaced in the late 1600s whether it was the first is unknown but unlikely). 

 It was interesting to hear that a good number of different tradesmen were needed to get the 

“Spire” into place, and of course provisions were needed, Darren talked about his surprise 

that any work was done, as a large amount of beer was involved to keep everyone happy. 

Costs for the work were shared between the residents of Stowmarket/Stowupland/Old 

Newton and Gipping and Dagworth. The two latter villages had no church at the time and 

used Stowmarket Parish church and were expected to contribute to the churches upkeep.  

Friday 26th November 1703 saw disaster to Stowmarket Church when a very bad storm blew 

the spire down. The battlements on the tower were also damaged. Fund raising was started 

and repairs completed in 1712. It was interesting to note that this new Spire was 86 feet on 

completion. !840 saw more repairs, with replacement and again in 1975 when the Spire was 

removed again in a dangerous state. (Neil adds:  I think the previous bell frame from 1894 

was by Bowell of Ipswich.)  

 Repairs and fundraising were needed once again, and all concerned 

set to work to get it all completed to the standard we see today. 

Stowupland and Old Newton were not expected to fund the project 

this time as they had their own churches. The weather forecasting 

aspect of the church spire focused on the weathervane on the spire, 

we have one on Holy Trinity. The idea for a weather-vane dates 

back to an early Pope who decided that a vane with a Cockerill 

would be a good idea, Darren had researched this and this was to Stowupland’s Weathervane 



signify St Peters denial of Jesus at his arrest by the Romans prior to Good Friday. I am sure 

the weathervane on our steeple is useful to determine wind direction, for matches on the 

playing field.   

Spires and Towers, go together for the support of church bells and this led us nicely into the 

talk on the refurbishment of the Bells. Winston told us of his start to bellringing career in 

1953 at the age of 12, he has not stopped. He learnt his trade from the ringers he met when he 

joined the church. Promoted to bell ringing captain, this is the third refurbishment he has seen 

and he did mention that this would be his last. Just one story he told us, was that the bells had 

just been put back in the tower after repair, when he was woken at 3am in the morning by the 

then vicar on the landline (pre mobile) saying the bells were being rung. The repair 

scaffolding was still up and Winston was not sure this was correct, however he went off to 

the church to the sound of bells, but as he got near it stopped. On entering the church there 

was no one about but on checking one bell was in the ringing position. He could only 

conclude that a person unknown had come up the scaffolding and rung the bell. This remains 

an unsolved mystery today.  

Winston explained that the “Ring of 10” at the church was again in need of repair and the 

frame at the top of the tower was a problem. So it was decided in 2020-2022 to raise funds 

for a major restoration of the bells, grants were sort from the Heritage Lottery and other 

sources of funding and £179 000 pounds was raised.  

The project was managed by Nicholson Engineering of Bridport, the company had replaced 

the main frame at the church in 1894.This new frame was to be steel in place of wood, to take 

10 bells. It was interesting to note that the bells are winched up to the tower through a series 

of specially made-to-measure trap doors in the floor of the church tower. Winston remembers 

this being done by hand in days gone by, you needed your Weetabix in the morning to 

complete these activities, but eventually the bells got into place. The new bells have now 

been returned to the church and (at the time of the talk) were on display for the public to see. 

The Diocesan Bishop has been in to dedicate them, the frame is in and once weight tests on 

the frame and church tower walls have been completed, they can be re-hung to once again 

ring out over Stowmarket Town Centre. It is also interesting to note once this is done the 

church clock can be reconnected, for some time it has only been right twice a day! Sandra 

closed the meeting with thanks to both our June speakers. 

Our next review will be from our July 5th meeting of a film by Holly Brega on The Land Girls 
and horses of Suffolk. 

On a warm, sunny evening in June a group of us went off to Woolpit. This 
was a much-delayed trip as we had been all ready to go before Covid put all 
travel plans on hold. We had a very enjoyable evening hosted by local 
volunteers. It was a very pleasant evening for a tour of the village centre 
with explanations of the history of the local businesses and houses. Then 
when the key holder was found a very knowledgeable 
tour of Woolpit church. The key was not something you 
would lose in your handbag. We finished the evening 

with a cup of tea and biccies after a visit to the museum. It may not be a 
large museum but there is plenty of history exhibited in a very 
interesting format. Does your house have any of Woolpit’s bricks? 



Down MeMory Lane – Horsepower on the farm. 

 These have appeared in Telstar before, but Holly Brega’s film got me thinking about the 

meaning of horsepower for farm workers. The image on the left shows Len Wade seated, 

driving a tractor whilst to the right his father walks 

while driving a team of 4 Suffolk horses. 

 

 

We are still urgently looking for a new Treasurer.  If you have access to a 

computer and some experience in this field, please, please, please get in 

touch.  We are happy to talk to you informally about what is involved. We 

know it can be scary joining a new committee, but we are a friendly bunch and 

work together to keep the group active. What better way to get to know your 

village than being part of a team caring for its history. To find out more; - 

 Please contact Jerry on 01449 703717 or voden@btinternet.com 


