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hat’s 73 years old, weighs 379 
pounds, “sings” in the key of E, and lives 
on the roof of Russell Sage College’s Science 
Hall? The item in question is a massive 
metal bell gifted to the school by the outgo-
ing seniors of 1940. And this is not just your 
everyday bell: Crafted by the well-known 
Troy company, the Meneely Bell Foundry, 
Sage’s bell is a part of history, both Troy’s 
and the world’s. 

History of an Industry
Troy is known for many industries, includ-
ing textiles (such as shirt collars), steel, 
and iron. This area is also the birthplace of 
American bell crafting. In 1808, the nation’s 
first bell foundry was started in West Troy 
(now known as Watervliet). Andrew Me-
neely, the son of immigrants to New York 
from Northern Ireland, apprenticed there. 
In 1826, he went on to establish his own 

company, the original Meneely Bell Found-
ry, also in West Troy/Watervliet. In 1879, 
relatives of his created a second Meneely 
bell company, located at 22 River Street 
in Troy, just north of the RSC campus.  
     

Meneely bells went on to gain national and 
global renown for their craftsmanship and 
clarity of tone. Nearly every church bell in 
Troy is a Meneely bell, and other Meneely 
bells ring, or have rung, all over the world. 
Bells manufactured in Watervliet or Troy 
have sounded for the funerals of President 
Franklin Roosevelt and President John Ken-
nedy, and rang at President Lyndon John-
son’s inauguration. The 1876 replacement 
for the Liberty Bell, which still hangs in the 
bell tower of Independence Hall in Phila-
delphia, is a Meneely bell. Other Meneely 
bells are installed at Cornell University, the 
Metropolitan Life building in Manhattan, 
and the West Point military academy. Bells 
made by the Meneelys can also be seen and 
heard in Canada, the Czech Republic, and 
Taiwan. 
 “The Sage bell was cast in the same loca-
tion that created the famed Women’s Suf-

The “blotter” or ledger entry for the RSC Me-
neely bell reads: “One 350 lb. bell + c.p.m.,” 
meaning one bell weighing 350 pounds plus 
complete mountings. The arithmetic in the 
left margin shows the total weight of the bell 
and mountings equaling 379 pounds. At the 
bottom of the page, the line reading “Via: 
Buehler’s truck” tells how the bell was deliv-
ered from 22 River Street to the RSC campus.

By Joely Johnson Mork SGS ’08
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frage Liberty Bell in 1915,” said P. Thomas 
Carroll, executive director of the Hudson 
Mohawk Industrial Gateway and Burden 
Iron Works Museum in Troy and resident 
bell historian. “That bell was cast to help 
the campaign to get women the right to vote 
and is today on display at Valley Forge.” The 
original Troy Meneely foundry spot is now 
an empty lot, just north of the Old Brick Fur-
niture Company and across from the former 
Levonian Brothers, Inc. “We have hopes of 
placing a historical marker there,” said Car-
roll.
 Ultimately, the Meneely companies manu-
factured approximately 65,000 bells. Both 
Meneely foundries closed in 1952; the once-
thriving industry had fallen victim to metal 
shortages as well as the increasing popularity 
of modern electronic bells and chimes. 

Why a Bell?
A heavy, metal bell might seem like a strange 
class gift to today’s students, but in 1940, 
it was extremely common for institutions 
of higher learning to have bells like Sage’s 
Meneely specimen. “Pretty much if you 
Google the name of any college or university 
and also add the word ‘bell’ to your search, 
you’ve got a very good chance of getting a 
hit,” said Carroll. 
 Betty Cummings ’40, age 94, remembers 
that her class “wanted to do something spe-
cial for the school at that time.” Her nephew, 
Beaman Cummings, escorted Betty to her 
70th Reunion in 2010, and he recalls the 
bell being sounded for the gathered group of 
alumnae. “It was very important and mean-
ingful to the class to hear it ring,” he said.
 The bell was mentioned in a short article 
that appeared on page 3 of the May 31, 1940 
(vol. XVII, no. 28) edition of RSC’s college 

newspaper, The Quill. The headline was, 
“Betty Bitzer Presents Bell as Senior Gift,” 
and the text read:

President [James L.] Meader, it is my 
very great privilege to present to you 
on behalf of the Class of 1940 the bell 
whose sound we have all just heard. It 
is our desire that this bell will be rung 
for such all-college functions as Chapel 
and Commencement. The thought has 
occurred to us that the classes that fol-
low ours, may, perhaps, be interested in 
presenting additional bells so that, even-
tually, there may ring out a carillon over 
the campus of this college we all love.

 Ironically, for an object specifically crafted 
to create loud sounds, the Sage bell was 
deemed an irritating nuisance at some point. 
Some unknown Sage administrator silenced 
the bell by removing the clapper (the metal 
striking implement that is suspended inside a 
hanging bell). A hard rubber hammer is now 
used to sound the bell on special occasions.  
 Sage’s bell is not the only one to be tam-
pered with. “There is a tradition at Princeton 
that, if the bell in Nassau Hall doesn’t ring, 
the students don’t have to attend class,” 
said Carroll. “So of course there have been 
all kinds of capers by the students to steal 
the clapper or to otherwise silence the bell. 
Sometime around a century ago, Princeton 
ordered a number of clappers from the 
Meneelys so they would have a reserve set, 
just in case.” 

The Bell Still Tolls
The Sage bell remains in use on the campus 
today, explained Dean Sharon Robinson. 
“During Rally Week, on Sweater Night [an 
event when first-year students receive and 
wear their class sweaters for the first time], 
upperclasswomen lead students in a kind 
of parade through campus, ending outside 
Science Hall,” she said. On the roof of the 
building, the two Overalls (seniors selected 
as Rally leaders) ring the bell. The loud ring-
ing sets off a period of singing of traditional 
Rally songs. The Overalls lead the group 
from the roof, with everyone else singing on 
the sidewalk and street in front of Science 
Hall.
 In 2012, RSC students rang the bell as part 
of the “Bells Across America” ceremony that 
marks Constitution Day. 

This short article appeared in the May 31, 
1940 (vol. XVII, no. 28) edition of The Quill.

These wooden “sweeps” were used to create the 
inside and outside molds for the RSC Meneely bell. 
The “350” indicates the size (weight) of the bell 
they were used for. The long, narrow “core” sweep 
was used to shape the mold for the interior of the 
bell. The wider, shorter “cope” sweep was used to 
make the mold for the outside of the bell, which 
resembles the mostly concave, curved portion of 
that sweep.

Do You Know About the Bell?
Do you have memories of the Sage Meneely bell? We would love to find out exactly where the bell was first installed 
on campus, and how it made its way to the roof of Science Hall 20 years later. We are also interested in which Sage 
official removed the clapper, and when. If you would like to share any information or memories you may have about 
the school’s historic Meneely bell, please contact the Sage Communications office at communications@sage.edu.

By Joely Johnson Mork SGS ’08


