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VISIT REPORT TO THE WHITECHAPEL BELL FOUNDRY 

 

 ‘Exploring London’ visited the Whitechapel Bell 
Foundry on 25 March for the last -ever public 

tour of its Whitechapel works. There has been a 
foundry on the Whitechapel site since 1738 and 
the foundry itself has been going since at least 

1570 (and maybe even from 1420). The present 
buildings are largely 18th century, on the site of 

a coaching inn, The Artichoke. 
 
The reception area contains an exhibition on the 

foundry’s history and the Master Founders who 
cast the bells for which the foundry is famous. 

These include the Liberty Bell sent to 
Philadelphia in the 18th century – which cracked 

on its first ring, our own Big Ben (the largest bell ever cast there at over 

13 tons), the peal of bells which rang on the Herald Barge for the Queen’s 
Diamond Jubilee River Pageant, and church bells for churches in London, 

the rest of the UK and world-wide.  Nowadays the foundry casts tower 
bells and different types of hand and decorative bells – and the last bell 
cast in Whitechapel is destined for the Museum of London. 

 
 

The tour was conducted by the present owner, Alan 
Hughes, the last of a family which has been 

involved with the foundry since 1904. Whatever his 
inner feelings are about the end of their ownership 
of this business originating in 1570, he didn’t show 

them, as he took the group round the strikingly 
small space.  
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His talk gave a very clear picture about how the 
bells are cast and tuned and all the associated 

work which goes on in the building – such as 
making the fittings for the bells and the process 

of hanging.  We were shown the mixture of 
sand, clay, goat hair and manure used to make 
the moulds for the castings; the correct 

mixture of copper and tin which together form 
bronze for the cast bells was analyzed – it must 

be strong enough to ring freely, but not crack. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
From the ground floor, with its furnaces and heavy 

machinery we moved to the upstairs carpentry work-
shop and the area where hand-bells and other smaller 

artifacts are tuned, finished and polished. Our tour 
finished in the yard, for a final peel from a 
Whitechapel bell. A fascinating – and nostalgic – visit,  

which was much appreciated by the group.  
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