History of "Ring the Bell”
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According to CAN DO BAR
empower foundation 2008

Ringing the bell has been associated with
buying drinks in a bar for at least 250 years.

In the mid 1400'’s the bell first made a
transition from land to sea when the English
Navy adopted it to mark the time and other
events at sea. Soon most other European
Navy’s had followed suit.

The Dutch rang the bell as a signal to “Open
Fire” and in the late 1700’s bells were
mounted in the seafarers bars of Amsterdam
and rung as a signal to “begin drinking”.
Soon after English Naval Officer’s clubs all
sported a bell in the bar. It was rung to
announce someone was breaking club rules
e.g. wearing their hat in the bar. A common
punishment was “buying a round of drinks”. If
someone rang the bell and the offence was
not proven they were obliged to buy a round
for the bar. The new American Navy in
1890’s also adopted the bell and many of its
traditions.

The bell also made a brief appearance in the
gold rush era of the late 1890’s. Lucky
prospector’s would rush to the saloon and
ring the bell to announce they were back
from the gold fields with gold in their pocket!
Of course they were obliged to share their
joy by buying a round.

During WWII American fighter pilots adopted
the bell for their mess clubs. After a
successful mission pilots would ring the bell
and celebrate their safe return by buying
everyone a drink. These pilots were also the
first to hang the bell in prominent positions
hoping to lure unsuspecting cadets and new
pilots into ringing the bell and therefore being
obliged to buy a round. Sound familiar?
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