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In the Beginning
Like all the best ideas, it was brewed in a

pub. In this case, after a monthly practice at
Redcliffe. Not long after St. Stephen’s, Bristol
had been augmented to 12, in early 1974 Pat
Bird had put forward the idea of holding a
striking competition on 12 and the leading
ringers in Bristol considered this an excellent
idea and a number of ringing centres were
invited to put in a band. Interestingly, not all
those invited accepted and there were 5 bands
that met on Saturday 31st May 1975: Bristol,
the Ancient Society of College Youths,
Reading, Leicester and Birmingham (in order
of ringing).

The competition was conceived as a one-off
event – according to Chris Kippin, the Bristol
ringers considered that they rang Stedman,
Cambridge and Yorkshire (Bristol Maximus
was still considered quite advanced) pretty
well in those days and were keen to see how
the major centres compared. They were a little
disappointed to be placed fifth, having drawn
the “death slot” of having to ring first. To this
day, no band ever drawn to ring first in a final
has won! The format for the day was 255
Stedman Cinques, preceded by 4 minutes
practice. After all 5 teams had rung, there was
a buffet tea and the results. It is believed it
was the first time a truly national striking
competition had been arranged.

Leicester carries it forward
It is rumoured that the Leicester ringers had

agreed to invite the event back to Leicester the
following year on their minibus on the way to
Bristol – but the result reinforced this plan – it
was a very popular victory for Leicester. The
College Youths sowed the seeds of a definite
pattern for future years by securing the first of
what has now become 11 runners up placings
– nearly 3 times as many as any other team!
Leicester were presented with the Emlyn
Hancock trophy, which is understood to still be
at Leicester Cathedral today.

Almost right from the off, there was
evidence of a highly competitive spirit – one
of Leicester’s back end having failed to set
the bell at handstroke and in fear of being
penalised after ringing so well, set the bell

at backstroke and left it there. The
incoming Birmingham ringer had to use a
chair to retrieve the rope which was
sportingly left out of reach! However, the
overwhelming impression left from
Redcliffe was that it was a great day out, a
brilliant idea, a fun social gathering with
excellence of striking sought.

And so, Leicester’s warm invitation was
taken up the following year, although it is
believed that the competition was advertised
more widely that year, the same 5 teams took
part at St. Margaret’s, Leicester and the home
team prevailed again with a somewhat
unorthodox touch of Stedman Cinques spliced
with 6 leads of Cambridge Maximus. The
Leicester ringers had had the Paul Taylor
Trophy made, which has been awarded
annually to the winning team ever since. The
occasion at Leicester had less of a “ringers’ tea
atmosphere”. Even at Redcliffe “the
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Brummies” had sought and obtained special
permission to store their crates of beer in the
church – to keep them cool – of course. At
Leicester, there are recollections of the late
John Illingworth emerging from “The Joiners”
with a toilet seat around his neck.

The Organising Committee is Born
It had become obvious that the way to

secure the continuity of the Competition was
to set up an Organising Committee
comprising representatives of the
participating bands. It was also considered
important that if the Competition was to
serve some worthwhile purpose, then it
should be ringing centres, rather than “all-
comers peal bands” that should take part. The
Contest rules and Committee structure have
remained pretty much in line with that
original conception. At present, the 9 finalists
plus the next highest placed teams in the
eliminators are represented on the Committee
to ensure the numbers are manageable.

In the early days, the Committee used to
meet at the Hind Hotel, Lutterworth for lunch
but as the Contest grew in popularity during
the 80’s, it was decided that the Contest
Committee should have a secretary to help
with the administration of the Contest. The
Committee has been blessed with quite
excellent secretaries over the years – the first
was Ann Wilby, followed by Swaz Apter,
Heather Kippin and currently Carol Franklin.
The contribution of the secretaries to the
success of the Contest should never be
overlooked – many a time, they have been the
neutral face to whom frustrated bands have
let off steam – they have provided invaluable
help and guidance to host towers, spent
endless hours on the phone and guided
hapless Chairmen of the 12-bell Committee
(myself included) down the right track on
countless occasions.

The Contest was hosted by each of the 5
founder participants in turn for the first 5
years – 1977 being the turn of the College
Youths at Southwark. Advertising the Contest
had borne fruit and 8 bands took part in each
year from 1977 until 1979. The Society of

Royal Cumberland Youths took part for the
first time in 1977 and have entered every year
since, except one. Other bands entering for
the first time were Derby and the London
County Association, which made its first and
only appearance at Southwark. This was the
year when the personality of the judges first
began to assert itself – that young slip of a lad
David House, who has gone on to judge 9
finals and 6 eliminators, was cutting his teeth
with a comment or two – the immortal line:
“this band would have done better sticking
to tiddlywinks” has gone down in Contest
folklore. These days the judges have guidance
from the Organising Committee and aim to
be constructively critical, especially at the
eliminators where less experienced bands
take part.

The “Competition” became a “Contest”
when the Cumberlands joined in. Other
noteworthy happenings for Southwark 1977
include the legendary Wilfrid Williams
becoming so inebriated that when he had a
minor accident and was carted off to hospital,
the health professionals declined to
administer any further pain relief. The
Southwark Contest was Birmingham’s first win
and the start of 2 sets of “3 in a row”. To date,
Birmingham has won the Contest 12 times
and in 3 out of the last 4 years. This recent run
of form has been attributed to more
professional preparation but those involved in
the early days report that they have always
taken things quite seriously!

The Strike 12 Tapes
The 1978 Contest was held at Birmingham

Cathedral and there is a permanent record
thereof in the “Strike 12” recording that was
made, principally from the belfry.
Participants were unaware that professional-
quality microphones had been rigged up by a
BBC sound engineer to record the ringing
(and the bands’ belfry comments) for
posterity. The Strike 12 Master tapes are
currently being digitalised and the
Committee’s thanks go to Lucy Reeve for
assisting with this. Such a recording probably
wouldn’t be allowed in these days of the
Data Protection Act. The Strike 12 tape sold
well and immortalises Jim Diserens’ panic-
stricken tones when one of the Reading band
disappeared when it was time to ring and
certainly gives something of the suspense
and elation of the judges’ comments and
results. Birmingham won again on their own
bells, which was no surprise to the ASCY
Master, Jonathan Porter, who anticipated
correctly that his team would become
runners up for the 4th time on the trot, and
proceeded to the front to collect their
certificate as soon as the 3rd place team was
announced! It was 2 years later that the
College Youths scored the first of their 4 wins
on the Contest’s first visit to York Minster.

Ringing World reports have often
commented on the dramatic increase in the
quality of the test pieces over the years (RW
89/585) “There is no doubt that the Contest
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