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FOREWORD  
 
On entering the church in Over Worton, surrounded by peaceful Oxfordshire 
countryside, one feels immediately conscious of being in the footsteps of many 
generations.  The precious survival of the 1847 Bishop organ, much older than most 
instruments in the U K, adds to the sense of history.     
 
We would like to pay tribute  to the support and enthusiasm of the congregation for 
rising to the challenge of this major work, represented in particular by Malcolm Axtell  
and Jennie Schuster. 
 
Andrew Caskie  
Managing Director  
 
 
Project leader 
 

Andrew Caskie  

Other colleagues 
who worked on 
the project  

James Atherton, Darren Bingham, Gavin Davidge,  
Kelvin  Deeming-Kent, Luke Gallichan, Luke Morton,  Kyle Murphy, 
David Roskelly, Colin Willis  

 
With thanks for input from colleagues in Bishop & Son Organ Builders Ltd , 
Goetze & Gwynn Ltd , and P&S Organ Supply Company (UK) Ltd . 
 
 
 
  



N ICHOLSON &  CO. 
 

 2 © 2024 Nicholson & Co. Ltd 

HISTORY OF THE ORGAN  
 
The first historical reference to a church in the tiny village  of Over Worton dates back 
to 1254.  The present building dates from a comprehensive rebuild of an earlier 
building undertaken in 1844ð1849 at the behest and expense of the then incumbent,  the 
Rev. William Wilson (c.1797ð1867).  The Wilson family had energised the religious life 
of the parish in the preceding few decades: Williamõs brother-in-law was curate for a 
spell before becoming Bishop of Calcutta, and it was at Over Worton on the evening of 
23 June 1824 that John Henry Newman preached his first sermon.  
 
Williamõs son William (1821ð1860) was also a curate at the church, and seems to have 
managed most of the rebuilding project.  He was also an organist, and possessed a 
small house organ1. 
 

 
 
As part of the rebuilding of the church, a new two -manual organ, costing £283 13s, was 
commissioned in 1847 from the London organ builder James Bishop (1783ð1854).  This 
replaced a temporary one-manual instrument on hire from the Bishop firm for a year 
at a rate of one and a half guineas per month2. 
 
As built, the Great manual was of GGðf3 compass.  The Swell manual was the same, 
but deceptively so: the Swell soundboard is very small, of compass fðf3; keys GGðe 
simply replicated the Great i.e. permanently coupled Great to Swell .  No pedal pipes 
were provided; an 18-note pedalboard (GGðc) of permanently coupled Great pull -
downs was attached. 
 
Unusual and elaborate carved oak casework was supplied; the pipeless façade bears a 
strong similarity to that of the earlier 1844 Bishop organ in St Gilesõ Church, 
Camberwell.   

 
1 Harrison, Malcolm, ôNew Light on the Organ at Holy Trinity, Over Wortonõ British Institute of Organ 
Studies Reporter Vol. XXIX, No. 1 (2005): 22ð24 
2 Bishop & Son ledgers 1846ð54, 1, ff 43 and 83 
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1847 Bishop organ in Holy Trinity, Over Worton 
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1844 Bishop organ in St Gilesõ, Camberwell 

 
The Over Worton organ gave quiet service until altered in 1913 by H.W. Balsar 
Ludwig, a Banbury -based piano and organ tuner.  In a letter to the then incumbent at 
Over Worton, the Rev. H.A. Bass, Ludwig wrote:  
 
Having had many years experience and practical knowledge of the organ in your Church and 
from my recent examination of its present condition I beg to report that the whole instrument is 
in a very unplayable, untuneable and dirty condition.3 
 
Ludwig recommended that the pedal action be removed, and a new pedalboard of 
modern compass substituted: 
 
I am glad to say that the workmanship and material of the organ is good, and although in parts 
out of date, such a restoration as I recommend with the alterations of the compass, will go a 
good way towards bringing it into line with modern requirements and ideas of what an organ 
should be. 
 

 
3 Material on Ludwig held at Banbury Museum  
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His recommendations were accepted and he replaced the 18-note pedalboard with a 
new 30-note pedalboard of more modern compass C-f1, but still of of straight and flat 
construction.  He also shortened the manual compasses from their original GGðf3 to Cð
f3.  The organ was otherwise unchanged. 
 
Ludwigõs firm was later purchased by Hill, Norman & Beard, who overhauled the 
organ in 1966.  This work included the fitting of tuning slides and the addition of an 
electric blower.  At some stage, the organ was tuned into equal temperament.  
 
No further alterations were made prior to the present restoration.  
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JAMES BISHOP  
 
James Chapman Bishop (c.1783ð1854) founded his own organ building firm in London 
1807 after an apprenticeship with Benjamin Flight that had consisted largely of making 
barrel and mechanical organs.  The output in the early years of the Bishop firm 
continued this initially, often supplying parts to the trade, but soon expanded into 
church organs that included a number of innovations.   
 
Significant contracts in the early years of the firm included instruments for All Souls, 
Langham Place, London (1825) and St Maryõs, Leicester (1824).  A very valuable 
survivor from this era is the 1829 Bishop organ in St Jamesõ, Bermondsey.   
 
Bishopõs organs included a number of innovations, such as the composition pedal, 
concussion bellows, and the Clarabella stop.  Many of these were proudly referred to 
on instrument nameplates.  These all dated from Bishopõs early years in business, 
however.  In later years, he proved to be a late, and perhaps reluctant, convert to C-
compasses and other features known as the German system.   
 
When the Over Worton organ was built in 1847, Bishop was 63 years of age and 
employed 22 men.  The instrument proved to be one of the last he built before taking 
his two eldest sons Charles and George into partnership in 1848, at which point the 
firm became known as Bishop & Sons. 
 

 
 
 
Further reading:  
 
- Elvin, Laurence, Bishop and Son, Organ Builders: The story of J.C. Bishop and his 

successors (Lincoln, 1994) 
- Thistlethwaite, Nicholas, ôThe early career of J.C. Bishop, organ-builder, 1807ð1829õ 

British Institute of Organ Studies Journal 25 (2001): 6ð29   
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CONDITION PRIOR  TO RESTORATION  
 
The organ was in regular use, but was becoming increasingly troublesome 
mechanically.  Much wear in the mechanical actionñnot given serious attention since 
the organõs constructionñhad made the mechanism noisy.  A particular issue is that 
poor action regulation, and  damp-related problems with the soundboards and actions, 
had led to significant overtightening of the pallet springs  to try to overcome notes 
sticking on.  This had made the keys feel very heavy but spongy.    
 
The pipework was grubby with many pipes requiring repair due to collapsing metal, 
disintegrated glue, or rodent damage. 
 
The case and console woodwork were in fair  aesthetic condition.  The building frame , 
many wooden pipes and the wind trunking had been painted orange during the 1966 
work by Hill, Norman & Beard.  
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DESCRIPTION OF RESTORATION  
 
Programme 
 
The organ was dismantled in February 2024 and was entirely removed to our 
workshop for restoration , leaving only the building frame and casework in position .  
The restoration and installation work was completed in September 2024. 
 
Restoration philosophy  
 
Some comment is necessary on the approach adopted with the manual compasses and 
pedalboard.  When faced with an organ built in 1847 and modified in 1913, the right 
approach would normally be either to restore the organ exactly as found  ð retaining 
the 1913 alterations ð or to reverse the 1913 changes to put the organ back to 1847. 
 
While we might lament the 1913 alterations, they have been part of the instrument for 
more than half of its long life , so there would have been an integrity in keeping them.   
 
There would also be a demonstrable integrity in reversing the 1913 alterations 
completely, which would mean reinstatement of the original manual compasses and 
reinstatement of the original short -compass pedalboard.  To do this properly would 
also have meant removing the electric blower, given that its installation in 1966 
involved relocation of many of the off -note basses (discussed later in the report) that 
had survived the 1913 culling.  
 
After much consideration, we proposed neither approach.   Instead, we suggested that 
the manual compasses be extended back to their original 1847 length, but that the 1913 
pedalboard should be kept.  We recognise that this has created a slightly anomalous 
state which never existed in the past.  However, we felt  that there were some 
extenuating circumstances at Over Worton that made this appropriate : 
 
- What we proposed involve d the minimum of alteration to the fabric of the 

organ: it largely preserved the Ludwig 1913 alterations as part of the organõs 
history.  We did  not have to make any conjectural new actions: the Bishop 
actions of 1847 for notes GGðBB all still exist ed, simply waiting for pipes and 
keys to return after 111 years.   

- The 1913 pedalboard and rollerboard would have been scrapped.  If these 
alterations had happened in the 1970s, we would likely have had no problem 
discarding them.  But the fact that they have been in the Over Worton organ for 
more than half of its life gave pause for thought: no organ builder should feel 
comfortable discarding such old components.  

- Completing the manual compasses back to GG would allow the performance of 
period repertoire that calls for these notes. 

- The Over Worton organ already poses some challenges to the unsuspecting 
player: the non-obvious short compass of the Swell, the short compass of the 
Dulciana 8õ, Flute 4õ and Cremona 8õ, and the split draw of the Open Diapason 
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and Stopt Diapason ranks.  In these circumstances, the presence of a 30-note 
pedalboard of significant vintage is reassuring to the player.  Its straight and flat 
makes it far less incongruous than if it were radiating/concave.  The fact that 
the pedalboard is entirely of pull -down type (no Pedal stops) also helps make it 
ôfitõ with the overall concept.   

  
In short, we felt that our proposed approach was the most respectful of the organõs 
history, returning a significant part of the organ to its original form, without 
substantial loss of any of the significant, and now historically interesting , alterations by 
a respected local builder over a century ago. 
 
Key action  
 
The manual and pedal key actions are entirely mechanical, and their restoration was 
straightforward.  The trackers were generally in good condition , their steel wires 
having been replaced with phosphor bronze at some stage, presumably in 1966.   
 
Square beams, backfalls and rollerboards were extremely worn.  These have been 
thoroughly restored and re -bushed using matching material to original, including new 
leather bushings in all of the roller arms  where these existed; some were unbushed and 
have remained so.  New cloths and leather buttons have otherwise been fitted 
throughout.  
 

 
Swell rollerboard after restoration 
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Restored Great backfall beam 

 
It became clear that the original 18-note pedal coupler backfall beam had been 
modified crudely, rather than replaced, when the pedalboard was replaced with a 30 -
note example by Ludwig in 1913 .  Although it had worked for 111 years, t he resulting 
alignment was very poor; this backfall beam has therefore been replaced with new in 
matching style.  
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New coupler backfall beam 

 
The tumbler coupler for Swell to Great has been restored, with 6 missing / broken 
tumblers replaced. 
 
It was clear that only rudimentary measurements can have been made when the organ 
was built, as many of the trackers were of incorrect length .  The situation was 
exacerbated by the fact that the Swell trackers had been sized to suit the significant 
forward lean of this soundboard, such that these trackers became too long when we 
levelled the soundboard to horizontal.   
 
All this meant that the action could never have been properly regulated to ôhalf-actionõ 
(such that the movement of backfalls and squares is equidistant either side of dead 
centre), accelerating wear and making the action heavier than it need be.  On all of the 
action runs, we made various new trackers in matching style , and moved others up or 
down one as required, to allow the action to be regulated correctly for the first time in 
its life.  
 
When the manual compasses were shortened in 1913, only the pipes and keys were 
removed; the actions remained intact, so no recreation of action was needed to restore 
the original compasses. 
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Pre-restoration picture showing actions for GGðBB unused between 1913 and 2024 

 

 
Restored action 
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Drawstop and combination action  
 
The drawstop actions are entirely mechanical, and again their restoration has been 
straightforward.  Paintwork on the metal components was in poor condition and has 
been repainted to match the original colour.  All of the pins were worn and corroded 
and have been replaced with new.   
 

 
Drawstop rods undergoing restoration 

 
A perennial problem seems to have been that the Swell drawstops had a tendency to 
come on, due to the weight of their vertical trace rods.  This has been solved in the past 
using light springs, which have been retained but tidied up.  
 
The combination actions proved extremely challenging to take apart, such was the 
corrosion on the 177-year-old pins.  The design is is fairly unrefined and cannot have 
worked properly in decades, if ever at all.  Much fettling and adjustment was required 
to get each pedal pushing drawstops firmly out or in to the extent of their movement.  
There is some inconclusive draw e.g. stop X comes out on lever 3 when ascending, but 
does not go in on lever 2 when descending.  No alterations have been made to the 
settings, which appear to be original.  
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1847 inscriptions on combination action 

 
 

 
During re-assembly 
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Soundboards and chests 
 
The differences between the two soundboards are striking.  The (tiny) Swell 
soundboard is made of pine and its table and upperboards grooved in the normal way.  
The Great soundboard is made of oak, with the table leathered beneath the sliders, and 
only minimal grooving.  
 
Nothing about either soundboard would suggest that they had been made by the same 
builder.  Bishop is known to have adopted the approach of leathering beneath slides4; 
perhaps the diminutive size of the Swell soundboard encouraged him to use a simpler 
construction for that, or perhaps even to sub-contract it out to another organ builder.  
 
Damp and woodworm had affected both soundboards.  The bottomboard  and the 
bearers of the Swell soundboard were severely damaged by woodworm and has been 
replaced with new.  This also allowed us to address another manufacturing flaw, 
where the pull -down register in the bottomboard did not align with the pull -down 
positions in the pallets above, causing friction.   
 

 
Mouse nest on Great soundboard revealed during disassembly 

 

 
4 Elvin, Laurence, Bishop and Son, Organ Builders: The story of J.C. Bishop and his successors (Lincoln, 1994): 

160 
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Leathered table on restored Great soundboard 

 
All pallets have been recovered with double leather, and all leather hinges have been 
renewed. 
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Restored Swell soundboard with new bearers 

 
All pallet guide pins  and pull -down eyes have been replaced with new of phosphor 
bronze.  Springs have been retained and treated for corrosion.   
 

 
Pre-restoration Great pallets and corroded wires and pins 
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Splits in the tables were pegged, screwed and filled.  Given the damp conditions to 
which the soundboards were returning, we took the decision to replace the paper 
covering on the underside of the grid with rubberised cloth: admittedly non -original 
but much more able to withstand persistent damp without allowing runnings to 
develop from one channel to the next. 
 

 
Inscription inside Great soundboard 

 
The table, slides and underside of the original upperboards were planed true and 
graphited in the usual way.    
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Wind system  
 
The organ was originally hand-blown , until some point when an electric blower was 
fitted, most likely in the 1966 work.  In comparison to many other organs, the extent of 
necessary reworking to the instrument in order  to fit the blower was considerable : 
 
- the Swell had originally had its own feed trunk from the rear of the reservoir to the 

underside  of the Swell soundboard; when the blower was fitted, t his trunk was 
removed and discarded;  

- the Swell feed outlet hole on the reservoir became the inlet hole from the blower; 
- a new feed to the Swell was made by fitting a branch to the Great feed trunk, 

running this into the side of the Swell soundboard; 
- furthermore, some of the off-note basses at the rear of the organ had to be moved 

elsewhere to fit the blower.  These were moved to a very tight position between 
the bass end of the organ and the adjoining chamber wall, mounted on new 
conveyance blocks where they could not speak properly and suffered from damp;  

- moving these off-note basses required the removal of the hand blowing lever.  
 

 
Pre-restoration photo, showing off-note bass pipes painted orange  

and moved to an inappropriate position to make room for the blower 

 
Given that the electric blower is to remain, we have retained almost all of these 1966 
changes in our present restoration.  The two exceptions, discussed below, are:  
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- the siting of all of the off -note basses has been re-planned, moving all pipes to 
places away from damp walls and where they have space to speak; 

- a new hand pumping lever has been fitted.  
 

 
Reservoir and feeders as removed 

 
The reservoir has been re-leathered.  To allow the organ to be hand pumped when 
desired, the feeders have been re-leathered, a new pumping lever fitted, and a one-
way valve fitted to the blower outlet.   It was discovered that the original connection 
between the pumping lever and the feeders was too flimsy, such that it had pulled 
apart when it had been in use.  This has been replaced with a new, more substantial, 
bracket. 
 
The reservoir had originally been fitted with a relief valve to prevent overfilling while 
being hand pumped, but the design of this (exhausting wind from the reservoir back 
into the feeders) would not work in the instance of overfilling by an electric blow er.  A 
new relief valve was thus installed into the top of the reservoir.   
 
The Great has a concussion bellows which was re-leathered. 
 
All of the wind system has had the 1966 orange paint removed and has been re-
finished in the original red.  
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Trial assembly in workshop with new pumping lever (yet to be stained) 

 

 
Reservoir and feeders restored and re-installed 

 
The conveyance blocks for the off-note basses were in very poor condition, having 
been altered substantially to fit the blower in 1966, and badly rotted due to damp.  
These have in the most part been completely remade to a slightly different layout, 
allowi ng nearly all of the off -note basses to return to the rear of the instrument, albeit 
now distributed around the blower.  A small number of pipes remains at the side of 
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the instrument, but now placed higher up away from the chamber wall.  Surviving 
conveyance blocks retained have been restored. 
 

 
 

 
Off-note basses at side and rear of organ 
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Restoring an original conveyance block 

 

 
Drilling out corroded screws from conveyance blocks 

 
The Great soundboard layout is particularly complicated with many basses mounted 
above the ôwrongõ slides.  Most of the conveyancing for these remained and has been 
restored.  New conveyancing has been made in matching style for the new off-note 
basses required for extending the compass back to GG. 
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New conveyancing 
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Pipework  
 
The pipework was dirty but in reasonable physical condition.   The tuning springs and 
slides were badly corroded and have been renewed.  A number of metal pipes had 
been chewed by mice and required repair; one (f2 of the Fifteenth 2õ) had to be replaced 
altogether.  Some smaller wooden pipes required repair to address disintegrating glue.  
Some wooden basses had been painted orange in 1966; this has been removed and 
these pipes re-finished in the original red.  
 
 

 
Mice damage 

 
In the most part, however, a straightforward cleaning was all that was needed.  After 
this, the speech of all pipes was checked and regulated as required by our specialist 
tonal staff.  This highlighted an issue with the Flute 4õ on the Great, where a number of 
pipes were found to have been made too short and could therefore never have been in 
tune.  These were extended as required in matching style. 
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Flute 4õ pipes with some extended as required 

 
The extension of the manual compasses back to GG required new pipes to be made in 
matching style.  It was evident from the soundboards, upperboards and rackboards 
that the Open Diapason Bass 8õ, Stopt Diapason Bass 8õ, Principal 4õ and Fifteenth 2õ 
stops had all carried on below C with five further notes down to GG.   
 
As built, the Open Diapason Bass pipes were open metal from G to f3, but were of 
open wood construction from C to F#; it seemed unlikely that these had continued in 
open wood form below C down to GG, with pipes that would have been nearly 10õ 
long; these were most likely stopped wood.  Given the similarity of tone to the stopped 
wood pipes of the GGðBB that we would be making for the Stopt Diapason Bass 8õ 
pipes, and the lack of space in and around the organ for these pipes (particularly after 
the addition of the blower, and the consequent modifications to wind trunking), we 
took the decision to provide a shared bass for GGðBB for the two 8õ stops.   
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Rotted timber on open wood basses of Open Diapason Bass 8õ 

 

 
New caps for the open wood basses of the Open Diapason Bass 8õ, stripped of orange paint 

 
The new pipes were made were therefore as follows: 
 
- 5x stopped wood pipes for GGðBB of Stopt Diapason Bass 8õ, shared via 

conveyance junction blocks to act also as GGðBB of the Open Diapason Bass 8õ 
- 5x open metal pipes for GGðBB of the Principal 4õ 
- 5x open metal pipes for GGðBB of the Fifteenth 2õ 
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Making new GGðBB wooden basses for the Stopt Diapason Bass 8õ 

 

 
Making new GGðBB basses of the Principal 4õ 
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New GGðBB basses of the Principal 4õ 

 

The pitch (A=421.0Hz; C=501.0Hz @ 10.8̄ C) and the wind pressure (55mm) are both 
very low but consistent with other organs of the period.  The Cremona 8õ on the Great 
is characterful although  its voicing is slightly on the edge given the very low wind 
pressure. 
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Regulation of speech 

 
On dismantling, the organ was tuned in equal temperament, which would not have 
been the case when the organ was new.  We have tuned it into the ôBermondseyõ 
temperament that was discovered by our colleagues in Goetze & Gwynn Ltd during 
their restoration of  the 1829 Bishop organ in St Jamesõ Church, Bermondsey.  This 
temperament is similar to fifth comma meantone, with a slight easing of the d# ðg# 
wolf.  We are grateful to our colleagues in G&G for sharing the details of this 
temperament.  
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ôBermondseyõ temperament, courtesy of Goetze & Gwynn Ltd 

 
 

 
Restored Great pipework 
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Console 
 
The console was in fair condition.  Various electrical fittings had accumulated, one of 
which prevented removal of the kneeboard.  Over the organõs long life, two drawstop 
heads and one label had been replaced with non-matching examples.  These have now 
been replaced again in matching style, and inappropriate electrical fittings removed.  
 

 
Restored pedalboard 

 
All damaged woodwork has been repaired and re -finished.  The keys ð original but 
recovered in ivorine ð were found to be riddled with woodworm and have been 
replaced with new, covered in cow -bone. 
 

 
 
The 1913 30-note flat/straight pedalboard has been fully restored and re-pieced in 
matching timber.  All bushings around the drawstop shanks have been renewed, and 
the missing wind tell -tale replaced. 
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Expression box and mechanism  
 
The expression box is extremely small.  The mechanism has been overhauled and re-
felted.  The expression box sits on the ends of the Swell soundboard.  Given that 
tuning access is by leaning a ladder against the rear of the box, we have improved the 
fixing of the very light box so that there is no risk of it slipping  off the soundboard 
onto the sliders. 
 
The box and its mechanism has had the 1966 orange paint removed and has been re-
finished in the original red.  
 
Building frame and casework  
 
The building frame was found to be in very poor, and in places dangerous, condition.  
Very little was stopping the large and heavy front casework from falling out.  Much of 
this parlous condition was due to the way in which the casework and building frame 
had been damaged in 1966.  It was evident that an attempt had been made to remove 
the reservoir from the organ during that work without dismantling of the organ.  This 
had involved sawing through numerous building frame tenons and removing much of 
the ground fram e, leaving the building frame much less secure and connected. 
 
We have undertaken considerable work to reinstate all of the missing tenons in the 
building frame and casework.  What little remained of the original ground frame was 
in parlous condition due to damp, and has been replaced entirely with a new ground 
frame of poplar.  
 
All of the building frame has had the 1966 orange paint removed and returned to 
natural finish.  
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New ground frame in manufacture 

 
The Swell soundboard, poorly supported on only a gallows bracket, had leaned 
forwards since the organ was built.  This has now been trued and braced to the 
building frame, casework and chamber wall.  
 
Aside from its broken tenons, the unusual oak casework was in essentially good 
physical condition ; it has been cleaned and wax polished, and three missing locks have 
been made in matching style and fitted .   
 

 
Casework detail, after removal of 177 years of dirt 
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Casework restoration 

 
Casework restoration 

 


