
How to Learn Methods 
 
 

Introduction 
 
There is no right way to learn methods; just do what works for you! 
 
This paper explains four different ways to approach learning methods.  Most experienced 
ringers will use bits of all four approaches to some extent.  Signposts are not shown as a 
separate tool because they are widely used in ringing irrespective of the learning system 
used. 
 
There are a few things you are always expected to learn whichever approach you use.  
These include knowing where every bell starts (i.e. the place bells) and what to do at bobs 
and singles. 
 
Experienced ringers tend to pick up all sorts of signposts and tips for standard popular 
methods so don’t be shy about asking for advice and tips. 
 
1. Ringing by the rules 
 
Ringing by the rules tends to be used mainly for more 
straightforward methods, especially plain methods (those with a 
plain hunting treble).  For more advanced methods, especially those 
with a treble bobbing treble (e.g. Surprise methods), rules can still 
be useful to some extent, even if the method is learnt mainly using 
the “Blue Line” system. 
 
The simplest method you can learn by the rules is Plain Bob.  Plain 
Bob Minimus is written out to the right with the lead ends 
underlined.  The rule for Plain Bob is that you plain hunt until the 
treble leads then one bell makes seconds and the others all dodge.  
If ringing the method on an odd number of bells (Doubles or Triples) 
then one bell has to make four blows at the back.  (See the 
separate paper on Plain Bob.)  As long as you know when the treble 
is leading, you will know that you have either to make seconds, 
dodge or do four blows at the back.  You use the signpost of where 
you pass the treble to tell you when the treble will be leading and, 
therefore, where you are going to dodge or make places.  If you 
look at the method written out to the right you can see that one bell 
makes seconds when the treble leads and the other two do a dodge 
in 3/4.  On more bells, for example Bob Minor (6 bells) there will 
also be dodges in 5/6 at the same time.   
 
Another method to ring by the rules is St. Clement's College Bob  
(or St. Simon's Bob on odd numbers).  This is shown below with 
detail of how the rules work. 
 
Other popular methods which can be rung by the rules include Little 
Bob, Kent Treble Bob, Oxford Treble Bob, Double Court Bob Minor, 
Double Norwich Court Bob Major and Grandsire.  Ask an 
experienced ringer to explain the rules for any method to you. 
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St. Clement’s Bob Minor 
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To ring St. Clement’s you start as in Plain Bob but once the treble gets above 
2nds place, the two bells on the front (2 & 4 in the first lead) start dodging 
together.  They actually do 3 dodges in Minor, 5 in Major and so on.  The 
other working bells plain hunt between 3rds and 6ths.  Once the treble gets 
back down to 3rds, it keeps going in and one of the dodging bells leaves the 
front (2 in the first lead) and goes up to dodge 3/4.   
 
The lead end is the same as Plain Bob in that one bell makes seconds over 
the treble while the others dodge. 
 
Because the working bells are turning round in 3rds rather than at the front, 
the dodges come in the opposite order from Plain Bob. 
 
To ring the method, therefore, you need to know where you pass the treble 
and what that means you have to do next.  Where you pass the treble and 
what dodge you do at the lead end is exactly the same as in Plain Bob. 
 
The circle of work is as follows 
 
 

 

 
The “circle of work” as shown above is also a useful tool for remembering the order in 
which to do the pieces of work remembering that they are all linked by plain hunting.  Try 
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writing out the circle of work for a different method. 
 
 
2 Blue Line 
 
The blue line system of learning methods is the most popular, especially for more 
advanced methods such as surprise methods.  It involves memorising the path the bell 
follows and is shown in the Ringing World Diary, Diagrams and most ringing books. 
The first thing to do when looking at a blue line is to see what order the place bells come 
in.  For Cambridge Surprise Minor and many others with a similar structure, that order is 
2,6,3,4,5.  Every time you add two more bells, you have to insert them into the place bell 
order thus in Cambridge Surprise Major it becomes 2,6,7,3,4,8,5. 
 
It is a good idea to print the method out from Abel or other methods software with each 
place bell in a separate column.  Place bells break the line down into manageable chunks; 
learning a method is like eating an elephant, you do it a little bit at a time! 
 
Now have a look at the blue line for Cambridge Surprise Minor.  See where each place bell 
starts and the order of the leads.  Most methods are symmetrical and Cambridge is no 
exception.  There are two points of symmetry; one is at the lead end between 5th’s place 
bell and 2nd’s place bell, the other is at the half lead in 3rd’s place bell.   

 
Whilst you can start learning the method at any point, it is a good idea to start at one of the 
points of symmetry.  In a method with 2nd’s made at the lead end (such as Cambridge) 



many people start with 2nd’s place bell and in a method with 6th’s made at the lead end 
(such as Norwich), they will start at 6th’s place bell.  The so called pivot bell (3rd’s place 
bell in Cambridge) is also a good place to start.   
 
Assuming for the moment that you start at 2nd’s place bell, you know how to plain hunt so 
all you need to learn is the various bits of work which are joined together by hunting.  In 
Cambridge S Minor, therefore, you will start by learning the front work (dodge, lead, 2nd’s, 
dodge, lead, dodge) and then note that you hunt out to 5/6 where you do a double dodge 
up, lie behind and do a single dodge down to become 6th’s place bell.  Once you are 
confident with this, look next at 5th’s place bell; it is the reverse of 2nd’s place bell.  Being 
the reverse of the lead you’ve already learnt, this is an easier lead to learn and you can 
now run through the two leads in your head until they are secure.  Now move on to 6th’s 
place bell which hunts straight to the front, does lead and dodge and then 3/4 places up 
which ends with a dodge to become 3rd’s place bell.  Again, when this lead is secure, 
learn the reverse lead which is 4th's place bell.  This only leaves you with one place bell to 
learn and that is the pivot bell, 3rd's place bell, which is symmetrical. 
 
Now let’s look at the signposts in Cambridge S Minor.  The treble is a fixed bell so that is 
always a useful signpost.  You always dodge with the treble in the middle of the places and 
you work with it at the front in the middle of the front work and at the back when 3rd's 
place bell.  Where you meet it in other places will also tell you what to do next.  For 
example, if you are 5th's place bell, when you’ve done the first of your two down dodges in 
5/6 you will strike over the treble at handstroke and that is a reminder to do another dodge.  
Similarly, look how you strike over the treble at handstroke after you’ve done your 3/4 
down dodge to become 4th's place bell; this tells you that you have to make places. 
 
Sometimes you get pieces of work which are easy enough but it can be tricky deciding 
which way round to do them; for example in 6th’s place bell Cambridge, when you get to 
the front is it lead and dodge or dodge and lead?  Cambridge is unusual in that 6th’s place 
bell goes in to lead full; most surprise methods start with the 6th going in to dodge so that is 
a useful thing to remember.  Sometimes it can be useful to link one piece of work to the 
previous or next piece of work.  Look, for example, at 2nd's place bell Rutland S Major.  
Having done 4th's, 3rd's, 4th's you go to the front but is it lead and double dodge or double 
dodge and lead?  I remember it by saying that dodges link to places; i.e. having done the 
4th's, 3rd's, 4th's, I must dodge next.  When doing the opposite lead (4th's place bell) 
having done 3/4 places which end with a dodge, I must do a place next. 
 
The other useful signposts are your course and after bells (see separate paper on 
coursing if you don’t know what these are).  Apart from when you meet the treble in the 
middle of 3rd’s place bell, in Cambridge and many other methods, all of your dodges up in 
5/6 are with your course bell and all of your dodges down in 5/6 are with your after bell. 
 
Looking at a surprise method for the first time can be rather daunting; it looks completely 
random!  In fact there is often a pattern which is not necessarily obvious at first glance, 
particularly on fewer bells.  Have a look now at Cambridge Surprise Maximus (12 bells) 
and you will see what I mean.  You don’t need to try and learn it, but look at the structure 
and pattern.  The same places which you get in 3/4 in Minor occur in 3/4, 5/6, 7/8 and 9/10 
in the Maximus.  You always strike over the treble at handstroke at the beginning of down 
places and you always dodge with the treble in the middle of places.  Now look at the 
order of the places.  Starting at 6th’s place bell, you keep going from front to back and 
back again and you do the places one position earlier each time.  You dodge everywhere 
except on either side of where you pass the treble on your way back to the front.  In 2nd’s 



and 5th’s place bells you do a double dodge at the back and a single dodge everywhere 
else except in the highest internal position (9/10 in Maximus, 3/4 in Minor) where there is 
no dodge. 
 
Many other methods have patterns like this, including many plain methods, and some 
surprise methods like Yorkshire.  When you are about to start learning a new method, it is 
always worth asking an experienced ringer if s/he has any useful tips for learning and 
ringing it. 
 
 
3 Place Notation 
 
Place notation is how methods are defined.  All methods involve the bells moving position 
but what defines what bell moves where is what places, if any, are made.  If the place 
notation for a row is given as x or - then that means all pairs of bells swap places.  If the 
notation is given as 14 that means that the bell in 1st place stays there i.e. leads for a 
whole pull, and another bell makes 4ths.  The two bells between them will therefore have 
to hunt and the bells above 4ths will all have to dodge. 
 
Some ringers learn a method by the place notation.  A relatively easy one to learn is 
Pudsey Surprise Major the place notation for which is  x58x16x12x38x14x58x16x78.  To 
simplify it further, you can omit the 1s and 8s because it is always a 1 before an even 
place and an 8 after an odd place.  The notation then becomes x5x6x2x3x4x5x6x7 .  This 
takes you to the half lead and you then reverse it to get back to the lead end the notation 
for which is 12.  Having learnt the notation, all you have to do is make the place if you are 
there or to hunt below an even place and dodge above it and also to dodge below an odd 
place and hunt above it. 
 
Even if you don’t learn and ring by this method, it can be useful to understand it because it 
can show you where bells are working together, for example in Cambridge when you are 
6th's place bell you start by going in and doing lead and dodge.  The place notation at that 
point is 12 showing you that there is another bell (2nd's place bell) making seconds over 
you. 
 
 
4 The Grid 
 
The grid is a variation on the blue line system.  It is one lead of the method with lines 
drawn in, using different colours, for all of the place bells.  I don’t ring using this system so 
I cannot describe how ringers who do it visualise or remember the methods.  It is very 
useful for conductors because if they can visualise the grid, they know where every other 
bell is and what it should be doing.   
 
As an ordinary ringer, I find that it can be useful to look at the grid before starting to learn 
the blue line as it can highlight some features of the method.  A good example is Lessness 
Surprise on any number.  If you look at the grid you will see that each side of the lead end 
there is a 4-pull dodge in every position above 6ths.  This is a useful thing to know as it 
tells you how many of the place bells start and also how many of them finish. 
 
 
 
 



 
Bobs and Singles 
 
Bobs, singles and, occasionally, other calls are used to change the order of the bells.  A 
bob affects 3 bells so that 3 bobs in the same position bring you back to where you were.  
A single swaps over 2 bells so that 2 singles in the same place bring you back to where 
you were. 
 
In almost all 6 bell methods, the bob involves a bell making 4th’s instead of either 2nd’s or 
6th’s at the lead end, with one bell running in, one running out and the other two making a 
5/6 dodge.  A single will usually cause bells to make 2nd’s (unaffected), 3rd’s and 4th’s at the 
lead end. 
 
Less experienced ringers are sometimes not sure what to do after the bob or single.  The 
easiest way to overcome this problem is to ensure that you know all the “place bells”, i.e. 
where each bell starts.  When you are affected by the call you can then say to yourself at 
the lead end that you are that place bell and carry on from there.  
 
On more bells there are more options for the types and affects of calls, but as long as you 
know where they are made and what the place bells are, you should have no particular 
difficulty with them. 
 
Bobs and Singles in Grandsire and Stedman (and similar methods such as other twin hunt 
methods or Erin) are rather different so see the method specific notes for those. 


