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That iron ring! What is it? You may have seen an engineer wearing a plain ring on his or her little finger 
and wondered what it was. It looks like a simple wedding band and in a manner of speaking it is. It is the 
symbol of an engineer who is "married" to the profession. It is the outward sign that the engineer is a 
member of the Order of the Engineer. 
 
What is the Order of the Engineer? Why do engineers wear the ring? How and where did the custom 
start? It all goes back to a wrought iron bridge which was being built over the St. Lawrence River at 
Quebec City in Canada. At the time this bridge was to be the world's largest single cantilevered span. 
Unfortunately the bridge proved to be under designed and it fell into the St. Lawrence killing 76 
construction workers. The engineers had deviated from accepted procedures, tried to save some time 
and effort, under-calculated the weight of the bridge, and under-designed key structural members.  
 
In the early 1920's H. E. T. Haultain, a mining engineering professor at the University of Toronto was 
seeking a method of improving the image of the engineering profession in the public's eye. He envisioned 
a ceremony similar to that of physicians when they take the Hippocratic Oath when they enter their 
profession. He wanted a formal ritual for inducting young engineers into their profession and asked 
Rudyard Kipling to write the words for such a ceremony. Kipling developed a ceremony called "The Ritual 
of the Calling of an Engineer” in which each engineer accepts an obligation to practice in a professional 
and competent manner and to "honourably guard" the reputation of the profession. The engineers upon 
accepting the obligation are presented with a ring to wear on the small finger of the working hand. 
 
The first ring ceremony was held at the University of Toronto in 1925 with rings claimed to be made of 
"hammered iron", the same material as the failed St. Lawrence bridge. While no one knows for sure, 
some of the first rings were said to have been made from the wreckage of that catastrophic engineering 
failure as a permanent reminder of an engineer's responsibility. The circular shape of the ring itself is to 
symbolize the continuity of the profession and it has become the virtual universal symbol of the profession 
in Canada where over 99% of all engineers wear the ring. 
 
In Ohio in 1953 correspondence began between members of the Ohio Society of Professional Engineers 
and the Canadian Wardens, who are responsible for the Canadian ceremony, with a view to possibly 
extending the Canadian ceremony to the United States. Due to copyright and other conflicting factors, 
extension of the ritual to this country was not possible. 
 
In 1966 a group of Ohio engineers proposed a similar ceremony for US engineers using a stainless steel 
ring. Dean Burl Bush of the College of Engineering at Cleveland State University and his students seized 
upon the idea, designed a ring ceremony, and on June 4, 1970 inducted one hundred and seventy 
engineering seniors and engineering faculty members into the "Order of the Engineer." Each participant 
signed a creed expressing dedication to the ethics and professionalism of engineering. Each of those 
inductees received a plain stainless steel ring placed on the small finger of his or her working hand. Thus 
began the custom of the engineer's ring in the United States, a custom which has now spread to every 
state and which has become an integral part of NSPE and State Society meetings, as well as those of 
other engineering societies. The first North Carolina ceremony was held in May 1975 and the ceremony is 
now a regular part of PENC meetings and chapter meetings statewide. 
 
The ring is the sign of your profession and symbolizes your obligation and promise to practice your 
profession in an ethical and competent manner. If you don't already wear the ring, take the first 
opportunity you have to join the Order of the Engineer and take on this visible symbol of professionalism. 
Unlike other organizations, the Order has no meetings other than the ceremony of induction, there are no 
dues, and the only monetary cost is the induction fee of $15.00. It is your privilege to participate in the 
ceremony and ritual. 
 
(From an article in the Professional Engineer, The Magazine of North Carolina Engineering, Vol. 29, No. 
2, November/December 1996, pg. 17.) 


