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Ma n y  o f  t h e  m o s t 
beloved holiday tra-
ditions involve bells 

— ringing to accompany 
carolers, playing seasonal 
melodies, and pealing out to 
summon celebrants to church 
services. Quebec City is part 
of a unique heritage, change-
ringing, which dates back to 
the 1600s in England.  Today, 
more than 6,000 bell towers 
around the world ring in this 
style. 

According to the Quebec 
City Guild of Change Ringers, 
rather than the melodic 
carillon or vigorous ringing 
of a one- or two- bell tower, 

“English change-ringing 
bells are rung in elaborate, 
changing sequences.” These 
sequences have quaint names 
such as Queen’s and Plain Bob 
Doubles, and look like knitting 
patterns when written out on 
paper. For more information, 
visit the North American 
Guild of Change Ringers 
online at www.nagcr.org.

Despite the far-reaching 
impacts of British presence 
in this country, the tradition 
is “quite rare in Canada. In 
the whole country there are 
only seven bell towers with 
change-ringing bells.” More 
particularly, “Quebec is the 
only city in Canada that has 
two change-ringing towers: 
[the Anglican] Cathedral 
and the former St. Matthew’s 
Church, now the Bibliothèque 
Saint-Jean-Baptiste.” In both 
towers hang eight massive 
bells; among those in the 
Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, 

“the heaviest, the tenor, weighs 
840 kg (1852 lbs.), while the 
lightest, the treble, weighs 297 
kg (646 lbs.).” 

This writer became in-
trigued by the tradition some 
six months ago. Contrary to 
some assumptions, she has 
found it takes time, lots of it, 
to learn to control a three-
quarter-ton bell’s momentum. 

For just this reason, the 
sounds of practices reverber-
ate through Vieux-Québec on 
Wednesday evenings. 

Following last week’s 
practice, some of the local 
ringers shared their stories 
of how Quebec’s bells wooed 
and won them to this historic 
art. Currently comprised of 
Canadians, Brits, Americans, 
a Chilean and an Australian, 
the guild counts among its 
members two biologists, busi-
nessmen and women, teachers 
(two retired), students, local 
artists and the cathedral’s 
organist.

Tower Capta in Réné 
Moisan said, “In Quebec, the 
history is rich — our bells 
were made in the 1830s, and 
are the oldest such bells in 
Canada. We are also probably 
the only bilingual English-
French group of ringers in the 
world. We speak in French and 
English as necessary, but all 
the calls, patterns, and terms 
are in English, in keeping with 
the world-wide tradition.” 

Five years ago, Moisan 
took a Cloches et Clochers 
tour of St. Matthew’s, given 
by master ringer and former 
Tower Captain Douglas Kitson, 
and decided to give ringing a 
try. André Huot was hooked 
during a similar tour of the 
Anglican Cathedral, and came 
to his first practice the same 
weekend as that fateful tour.

Donna McEwen joined the 
guild some years ago, as part 
of a family experience with 
her sons.  However, she was 
the only family member to 
stick with it, and now serves 
as a coach for novice ringers.

Gaétan Fortin saw a spring 
procession and followed it to 
the cathedral, where Kitson 
stood explaining the bells. A 
sudden storm caused onlook-
ers to seek shelter in the 
cathedral, and Kitson carried 
on explaining the lore. Fortin 
resolved to try ringing, and 
found his way back to the 
tower nearly one year later. 

Like McEwen, Fortin began 
with his son, but now finds 
himself the sole ringer in his 
family.

Jan Earle, originally from 
Great Britain, had always 
wanted to learn changing 
ringing, but it took a trans-
atlantic move to make the 
dream a reality. Fellow Brit, 
Dr. Benjamin Waterhouse 
has been around bells much 
of his life. As the cathedral’s 
organist, however, he was gen-
erally otherwise occupied. He 
recalled, “One of the ringers 
invited me repeatedly, for at 
least five years, before I finally 
tried it.”  He continued with 
a wry grin, “Then, as you’ve 
noticed, it becomes addictive.” 
Benjamin has a very active 
(and much appreciated) role 
in rope maintenance and 
repairs.

Bruno Drolet and René 
Lessard are the steeple 
keepers; they climb way up 
into the tower to inspect, oil 
and maintain the bells as 
necessary. Andrew Coughlan 
helps out as well. 

Veteran ringer (and QCT 
Copy Editor) Shirley Nadeau 
chimed in, “I have been 
ringing for sixteen years 
because it is a great combi-
nation of exercise and fun. 
It really is a team sport – it 
takes everyone to ring the 
bells.” Readers interested in 
joining the guild are encour-
aged to contact Réné Moisan 
at r.moisan@hotmail.com or 
418-687-3982.

Bell care, as with other 
aspects of the change-ringing 
tradition, is a niche art requir-
ing precision and specific 
expertise. Though a major res-
toration was completed by the 
Whitechapel Foundry in 2006, 
the bells require on-going 
maintenance. For example, 
following this holiday season, 
a number of the ropes used 
to ring the cathedral’s great 
bells must be replaced, at an 
expense of nearly $3,000. 

In any season, gifts may 

‘Merrily on High’ – Local bells ring as part of a grand 
tradition

Ringers stand in a circle, facing one another, in the ringing chamber, some sixty feet 
below the bells. Something which fascinates visitors and perplexes beginners is that 
one cannot actually see the bells from the ringing chamber, and can only faintly hear 
them – the sound is buffered by the distance and two sturdy ceilings.

Seven or eight ringers are required for many of the patterns rung on the Quebec City 
change-ringing bells. In this illustration, a number of the local ringers’ hands are featured, 
underscoring the individual control and group effort required to ring in this style.
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Volunteers needed for 
Community Christmas 
Hamper Campaign! 

We need volunteers for 
the following days and 
positions - your help is 

deeply appreciated:   
Wednesday, December 19
 * 9:00 a.m. - 2:00 p.m. - Col-

lection crew needed to pick-up 
non-perishable items and 
canned goods from various 
sites across the city and 
transport and unload items 
at CEGEP St-Lawrence.  

 * 2:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m. 
and/or  6 :00 p.m. to 9 :00 
p.m. - Sorting crew needed to 
sort and count donated items 
(pizza supper provided for 
those who work both shifts!

Thursday, December 20
 * 12 noon to 4:00 p.m. - 

Strong team to help unload 
delivery trucks bearing frozen 
turkeys, fresh produce and 
other items  

 * 2:00 p.m. to 4:00 p.m. - 
Box makers to assemble and 
label hamper boxes

Friday, December 21
 * 9 am to 12 noon and/or 

1:00 p.m. to 4:30 p.m. - Hamper 
packing crew to place pur-
chased and donated items into 
hamper boxes

Saturday, December 22
 * 8:30 a.m. , 9:00 a.m.,  or 

9:30 am - Drivers with cars 
and helpers with strong 
backs to deliver hampers 
from CEGEP St.-Lawrence to 
those in need. Morning coffee, 

map and instructions will be 
provided.

 Other helpers are needed 
to man refreshment tables, 
greet volunteers, take photos 
and be congenial gophers!   
Volunteers wishing to donate 
their time and energy to help 
those in-need this Christmas 
are invited to contact  Hamper 
Campaign Headquarters 
and speak with the Head Elf 
(aka Jan Anderson) at  418 
684-5333 Ext 1539 to sign up. 
Please leave your full name, 
email address and daytime 
telephone number.  Merry 
Christmas to all.

be made to the Cathedral 
Foundation on behalf of the 
guild. Whether you offer 
financial support or someday 
try your hand at change-
ringing, be sure to savour the 

rich sound of tradition this 
holiday season. Quebec City’s 
special steeple bells ring for 
45 minutes before Sunday 
morning worship services and 
on Christmas Eve. (See list of 

Advent and Christmas worship 
times on page 11.

Ding Dong!  Merrily on 
High, in heav’n the bells are 
ringing . . . (Classic Christ-
mas carol from the 1500s)


