Changing Chimes:
A Short History of the Doorbell
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Why did the
scientist remove
her doorbell?

She wanted to win
the no-bell prize.

What do you call
a skeleton who uses
a door bell?

A dead ringer.
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One of the more interesting finds during :
restoration of Rosson House were the wires ; — ";”;;V",":E
beneath several layers of wallpaper in the front oy

bedroom of the home. A little detective work

revealed the wires had been used for a doorbell,
thought to have been installed so that Dr. Rosson Sketch of the Rosson House doorbell
could be alerted at night if a patient needed him. system by restoration contractor
The doorbell was powered by batteries, which were Robert Heidel, 1978.
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found under the floorboards during restoration, and was originally connected to the
downstairs doorbell with a switch. With the way the two doorbells were wired, the
switch would allow either one or the other to ring, but not both.
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By the time Rosson House was built with its unique two-doorbell system, the electric
doorbell had been around for over sixty years — invented in 1831 by Joseph Henry, the
first secretary of the Smithsonian, and first patented by Robert Edwards and Adam
Linger in 1881 — and mechanical bells systems had existed for even longer.

Hand-rung bells had originally been used in the homes of the wealthy to alert servants.
The first documented record of these types of bells being fixed to a wall was in in 1727
CE, in an inventory of Kiveton Hall in South Yorkshire, England. The bells were
connected via a wire to a fabric pull or knob attached to a wall, and eliminated the
need for a servant to be posted outside the family’s room around the clock to hear a
bell rung in specific rooms. This type of system was soon adopted for front door use.
(Watch this video about the call bells at historic Campbell House, built in 1851 and
located in St. Louis, Missouri.)
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« . . . . T Door Bells. —— |
Elizabeth had scarcely time to disclaim l

all right to the compliment, before their
approach was announced by the door- !
bell...” ’

— from Pride and Prejudice (1813), by
Jane Austen

The earliest mention of doorbells in
American newspapers was in 1812, just a

year before Pride and Prejudice was
published, with what is considered by

some to be the first mention of doorbells in
literature. But by the late 19" and early
20" centuries, the technology had
advanced, and doorbells — both electrical

and mechanical — were more L
commonplace for the middle and upper

classes. Doorbells were available in general catalogs like Sears Roebuck and
Montgomery Ward, as well as in trade catalogs for electrical businesses and those like
the New Departure Bell Company, who specialized in making doorbells. The 1890
Hibbard, Spencer, Barlett & Co. catalog, where we’ve found the door hardware used in
Rosson House, had both kinds of doorbells for sale (see image above).
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https://youtu.be/vbCjzPvzRUM?si=xl33NdEUd55fN_Nd

Mechanical doorbells would attach either through an exterior wall or window, or
through the door itself, with the knob, lever, or turn key on one side, and the bell on
the other. When a visitor would press the lever or turn the knob or key, the bell would
sound. (You can read more about mechanical doorbells, and hear how one sounds

from the House of Antique Hardware.)

Electric doorbells, like the one originally at
Rosson House, were at first powered by batteries.
The use of a battery meant that if a home didn’t
have electricity, or if the electricity wasn’t
consistent — as most electricity wasn’t at that time
— the doorbell could still be used. We know that
the upstairs bell at Rosson House was removed
fairly early in the life of the home, as there were
several layers of wallpaper over the plaster patch
that covered the hole for the wires, but only one
layer of wallpaper underneath. Our guess is that
it's likely the Goldbergs removed the doorbell
there, since they had no wish or need to be
woken in the middle of the night by someone
looking for a doctor. Restoration contractor,
Robert Heidel, also theorized that the bell
wouldn’t have worked very well, and believed that
it was eliminated due to problems with the current,
saying, “the original joints in the wire were not

soldered, and the lime in the plaster (would) cause

them to lose their conductivity at the splices.”
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Electric Door Bell Outfits,
Electric door bell, sold with battery,
wiring, pushbutton, and bell, 1908
Montgomery Ward catalog.

None of today’s bell system components at Rosson House (see page 5) are original to
the home, as they were likely replaced decades before restoration began. On the
exterior is an antique pushbutton, however, with a turned wood frame — made in 2016
by local wood artist, Jim Beaman, after the previous version was broken during a
festival. The interior pieces are either antiques or facsimiles thereof, purchased during
the restoration process. And though it would be neat to hear the sound of an antique


https://www.houseofantiquehardware.com/add-charm-with-a-twist-doorbell

doorbell ringing through the house as it did in 1895, it would also be very distracting

during tours, so the bell is not connected to electricity.

Today’s doorbells can work wirelessly, using Bluetooth and WIFI technology. The
invention of the smart doorbell in 2012 — which combines a doorbell with a camera,

motion detector, microphone, and speaker — has had just as significant an impact on

Not The Only One

The doorbell wasn’t the only bell system
Rosson House once had. When the
Higleys lived at the home, they used the
back parlor as their dining room, and
installed a service bell there. It was

doorbells as Joseph Henry’s invention over 180 years
prior. Though security is a significant factor in the
purchase of smart doorbells — and privacy is a factor in
not purchasing them — they also offer added
convenience, independence, and accessibility for older
adults and those with mobility or accessibility needs.
According to an article by AARP, approximately 20% of
Americans (equaling 28 million households) had smart
doorbells by the end of 2023.

REGULAR FLOOR FOOT PUSH.
(Cut %4 Size )
Generally used under dining-room table for signaling attendant.

List No. Price.
1263 Nickel-plated, €aCh ..ccucveearncsscrsrsnnnaonsnss £0.40

?

COMBINATION FLOOR PUSH.
(Cut 24 Size.)

Same as regular floor push with extension attachment for
connecting flexible conducting cord with Pear Push or Table
Clamp. .

List No. Price.
1284 'Nickel-plated, each cavcecscasanseascnansosssanasa £0.50

PORTABLE FLOOR TREAD.

This article is to be used
under carpets or rugs. No
hole is necessary. The lo-’
cation can be easily deter-
. mined by the foot.

The tread may be moved
out change of wiring as contact may b !:lbo;n s th? us%-lwlth-
B 3 ¢ e made from an nt.
mar har(gwood floors. b i o

10 NO; 1130 B Hioor Tread S iicaciesenacen Price. $1.00

located in the floor, approximately four feet inside the door to the hallway, and would

ring a bell in the kitchen. This type of bell was meant to be pressed by someone’s foot,

like the ones seen here from the 1905 Manhattan Electrical Supply Co. catalog.
People could install a single-bell system like the Higley’s, or something much more

complicated like you might have seen in an episode of Downton Abbey.

Note: Rosson House didn’t really need an elaborate system of service bells like
grander mansions had, but it did have one other way for the people who lived

and/or worked there to communicate — a speaking tube.



https://www.hagley.org/ru/about-us/news/published-collections-bells-are-ringing
https://thesquarephx.org/rosson-house-history/extras/

Rosson House
doorbell
components, left to
right, top to bottom:
the exterior
pushbutton, the
switch to turn the
doorbell on upstairs,
the downstairs bell,
and the upstairs bell.

Thank you for reading our history blog!
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