Bell Times, Watches, and the 24 – hour Clock



Bells on Ships

Bells have a centuries-long tradition of varied use in the navies and merchant fleets of the world. They have been used for signaling, keeping time, and providing alarm. Their functional and ceremonial uses have made them a symbol of considerable significance.

One of the earliest recorded mentions of the shipboard bell was on the British ship Grace Dieu about 1485. Some ten years later an inventory of the English ship Regent reveals that this ship carried two "wache bells".


Before the advent of the chronometer time at sea was measured by the trickle of sand through a half - hour glass. One of the ship's boys had the duty of watching the glass and turning it when the sand had run out. When he turned the glass, he struck the bell as a signal that he had performed this vital function. From this ringing of the bell as the glass was turned evolved the tradition of striking the bell once at the end of the first half hour of a four hour watch, twice after the first hour, etc., until eight bells marked the end of the four hour watch. The process was repeated for the succeeding watches.

Watches

The crew of a ship is divided up into between two and four groups called watches. Each watch takes its turn with the essential activities of manning the helm, navigating, maintaining the engines and keeping a lookout.

The hours between 1600 and 2000 are so arranged because that watch (the “dog watch” which is curtailed) is divided into two. The odd number of watches aimed to give each man a different watch each day. It also allows the entire crew of a vessel to eat supper.

The number of bells coordinates with the watch and time of day: 

	Number of bells
	Middle
watch
	Morning
watch
	Forenoon
watch
	Afternoon
watch
	First
dog
watch
	Last
dog
watch
	First
watch

	One bell
	0:30
	4:30
	8:30
	12:30
	16:30
	18:30
	20:30

	Two bells
	1:00
	5:00
	9:00
	13:00
	17:00
	19:00
	21:00

	Three bells
	1:30
	5:30
	9:30
	13:30
	17:30
	19:30
	21:30

	Four bells
	2:00
	6:00
	10:00
	14:00
	18:00
	
	22:00

	Five bells
	2:30
	6:30
	10:30
	14:30
	
	
	22:30

	Six bells
	3:00
	7:00
	11:00
	15:00
	
	
	23:00

	Seven bells
	3:30
	7:30
	11:30
	15:30
	
	
	23:30

	Eight bells
	4:00
	8:00
	12:00
	16:00
	
	20:00
	0:00


24 – Hour Clock

The 24-hour clock is a convention of time-keeping in which the day runs from midnight to midnight and is divided into 24 hours, numbered from 0 to 23. This system is the most commonly used time notation in the world of today.

A leading zero is added for numbers under 10 (for example 9:00am is written 0900).

Midnight 0000 and 2400

In the 24 – hour time notation, the day begins at midnight, 0000, and the last minute of the day is that beginning at 2359.

The 24 hour – clock in spoken English
U.S. military uses the 24 – hour clock exclusively and would typically pronounce full hours as the number-work for the hour followed by “hundred” with an optional “hours” to clarify that the speaker is referring to a time of day. For instance, 1600 would be pronounced “sixteen hundred” or “sixteen hundred hours”. The time 1830 is usually pronounced “eighteen thirty”. The time 1805 is commonly pronounced “eighteen oh five”; the leading zero for the hours before 10:00am is pronounced as well, as in “oh three oh five hours” or as “zero three zero five hours” for 0305.
