A COMPOSER'S FLASHBACK - A LEGEND IN HIS OWN LUNCHTIME?


What? You know Steve Chandler? But I thought he was dead! An anecdote, related to me by a contemporary, of a conversation with a younger ringer. Well I am not dead, just a little decomposed; that is, I no longer compose. But I am still just about compos-mentis, although if ever I am persuaded to ring a peal these days it's pretty touch and go.

So why should anyone know my name, dead or alive? Well, in ringing it is probably only because of my 23 all the work, spliced surprise major. I did once have something of a reputation for drinking and telling jokes, but that was scarcely a distinguishing feature in those days. So how did it all begin? It went something like this:

"Smith's 23 all the work is too easy, it's time that someone composed a really challenging one! But I don't suppose they will, these seven parts are too much like hard work."

With these sentiments (if not the exact words) of Roger Baldwin's ringing in my ears I began that hard work, composing my peal of 23 all the work spliced surprise major.

It is now exactly 30 years since we rang the first peal of it, on the 11th February 1974. Since then it seems to have become well established in the repertoire. It is the most popular of my compositions and still seems to be regarded as something of a benchmark for top-flight spliced ringers. I have been amazed to see it rung several times on hand bells and there must now be hundreds of ringers who can feel pretty confident about tackling it. But it wasn't always like that.

On this 30th anniversary I thought that there might be some interest in how the peal came to be composed, with some difficulty, and rung with even greater difficulty. As I mention above, it was Roger Baldwin who provoked the idea, although John Mayne also played an important role. All my compositions have been for a particular purpose or band, I have never composed just for the sake of it. In the early seventies I was part of the Thursday night peal band at Bushey  and we had already pushed ourselves quite a long way. We had rung Norman Smith's 23 all the work (actually at Hursbourne Crawley, Beds, on 1 June 1972) and Chris Forster's 54 method arrangement of Smith's six part peal at Bushey on 7 December in the same year. Some of us were looking for that new challenge!

In those halcyon days, lunch time drinking, for at least two hours, was the divine right of civil servants. Roger, John and I, together with David Redfearn all worked for the Building Research Establishment in Watford where we would often meet in the "Reinforcing Bar" for a few pints of Fullers London Pride. For want of any desire to talk about work, conversation turned to the challenges of spliced surprise and how we could make it more difficult. We felt that Smith's 23 was somewhat compromised as an all the work peal by having identical leads in different methods, such as 3rds place Cambridge, Yorkshire, Lincolnshire and Superlative. Chris Forster's 54 was more difficult in many ways, but only for the working bells: 2, 3 and 4. Roger pointed out that Jim Taylor had produced a variant of Smith's 23 with some new methods, to make it truly all the work. But John, as a connoisseur of methods, and their names, was not impressed by the quality of these new additions. What was needed was a truly all the work 23 with far more "reverse hunting" methods (like London) and more bedsprings (like Belfast). As a budding composer, with two surprise major compositions to my name, this was irresistible. I didn't stop to ask myself why Roger and John hadn't already started, I just wanted to get on with it. But how? I hadn't composed any spliced before, although I knew how it worked with minor methods. Roger, in the lofty "isn't it obvious" way that mathematicians have, told me that all you needed to do to prove a 7 part peal was to use rotated coursing orders. After several hours, or perhaps days, with pen and paper I finally worked out what he meant and began!

My aim was to produce the most difficult possible peal, using methods which I thought were really challenging and very different from each other. John Mayne's influence ensured that I also chose ones with decent names, although on one or two occasions when I showed him how I was getting on he said that I couldn't possibly use this or that method, the name was simply unacceptable (I recall he took a particular dislike to Springfield). It certainly took me several months to put it together and I even recall working on it when on holiday in a caravan at Harman's Cross, near Swanage, in the summer of 1973. I remember covering many sheets of paper because, unbelievable as it may seem to many current readers, there were no computers to help, at least not on the desktop. Fortunately, there was a mainframe computer at BRE (this was when computers filled a large room) for which David Redfearn had a proving program. When I had eventually finished the composition to my satisfaction he proved it on the BRE machine, so all of you who have rung it can breath a sigh of relief at this point!

Many people have asked why Pudsey was included, or rather retained in the same place as in Smith's composition, at the part end. Well, firstly I have rather an affection for Pudsey. Most people also seem to find it the most difficult of the "right way" standard eight methods. Finally, I thought that a brief respite from the rigours of Claybrooke and Newlyn would be in order, before starting again with Glasgow, Whalley and the rest. In fact all but four of the methods had already been pealed and named, the new ones being Malpas, Caterham, Buckfastleigh (just the 8ths place variant of the exiting method Silchester) and Newlyn. We had pealed Chertsey only five months earlier at Bushey.

Well the task of composition turned out to be easier than the ringing of it. This was clearly something we were unlikely to achieve with the usual Bushey band, so the cavalry were called up. John and Roger had already rung many difficult peals of spliced with Tony Peake and colleagues from Oxfordshire and Bristol. The project was put to them and quickly agreed. I was part of the band, but under no delusions that this was more in recognition of the fact that I was the composer than of my ringing experience. The final band was Anita O'Brien, Tony Peake, Brian Bladon, Jim and Jenny Taylor, Roger Baldwin, myself and John Mayne as conductor. Our first attempt was at East Hagbourne, Oxfordshire. We all found it even more difficult than expected and lost it in the third part. A few weeks later we travelled down to the west for an attempt at St Phillip and St Jacob, Bristol. Here we did a lot better, we managed to keep going until the sixth part. I wish I could now remember to which hostelry we repaired, to lick our wounds. In fact all I can clearly remember is being doubled up in the back of John's mini for 80 miles on the M4, and having to stop on the hard shoulder to find where the smell of battery acid was coming from.

The third time was lucky, in this case. We went to Drayton, Oxfordshire, on the 11th February 1974 and finally managed to ring all seven parts, without a break! It had certainly had been hard work, and again I wish I could remember where we celebrated afterwards, as I am now rather more interested in pubs than in bells. But it is another non-ringing event that sticks in my mind. It was only 3 days to Valentine's day and I took the opportunity of being well away from Hertfordshire to post a card to a young lady of my acquaintance, to make its originator more of a mystery (but keep quiet about this, for although I still know the lady she is not my wife). 

So that's just about the full story, as far as I remember it. I never rang the composition again, but gratifyingly many of you have, so I feel my youthful hours were not wasted. However, it was an early work, and I don't feel it was my best. I would judge those to be my peals of London Major with all the 56s and 65s. I produced peals for most of the standard eight, Grandsire and Stedman Caters, all for particular purposes. But the last of these (Yorkshire) was composed for a peal  at Cockermouth to celebrate the birth of my first daughter 20 years ago, and I doubt that I shall ever compose another. Besides, I just can't understand all this little bell "music"...

Steve Chandler

Berkeley, Glos


