












































Crosley all produced projection systems in the late
1940s, with varying degrees of success.

These systems typically used a 7-inch or 9-inch
high-brightness cathode ray tube positioned face-up,
with the image reflected off a mirror and projected
through a lens onto a ground-glass screen.The
results were often disappointing by home standards
—dim, sometimes fuzzy images—but in a darkened
bar with an engaged crowd, they were perfectly
adequate.

Philco and Admiral Large-Screen
Consoles (1949-1952)

Philco's Transitone series and Admiral's large
console models, featuring | 6-inch and 19-inch
screens, found homes in thousands of bars. These
were built like furniture—solid wood cabinets with
elaborate veneers, designed to look impressive and
withstand the rigors of commercial use.

The Philco 1950 "Big Picture™

models were particularly popular, featuring | 6-
inch screens in cabinets designed to be viewed
from across a room.These weren't the largest
screens available, but they offered excellent
reliability at prices bar owners could justify.

INSTALLATION AND
VIEWING ARRANGEMENTS

Bars didn't just set a television on the counter and
call it done. Installation was carefully considered to
maximize viewing and create the right atmosphere.

Most bars mounted large-screen televisions high on
walls or in specially built alcoves, ensuring sightlines
from throughout the establishment.The television
became the room's focal point, with seating
arranged to face the screen. Some bars built
elevated platforms or corner installations to
improve visibility.

Lighting was crucial. Too much ambient light washed
out the image on early screens, which were far less
bright than modern displays. Bars often dimmed
lights during popular programs, creating a theater-
like atmosphere. Some installed curtains or shades
that could be closed during daytime broadcasts.

Sound presented challenges. Early television audio
was thin and weak, inadequate for noisy bar

environments. Many establishments installed
additional speakers or amplification systems, running
audio lines from the television to speakers
positioned throughout the room. This required
technical expertise that some bar owners lacked,
leading to a cottage industry of television

installation specialists.

THE SOCIAL DYNAMICS

Television transformed bar culture in unexpected
ways. Bars had always been social spaces, but
television created focused, shared experiences that
drew diverse crowds.

During major events—championship boxing
matches, World Series games, important news
broadcasts—bars would be packed with people
who might not otherwise patronize them. Families
sometimes came together, unusual in an era when
bars were predominantly male spaces.The
television provided a socially acceptable reason to
be there.

This changed drinking patterns. People nursed
drinks longer while watching programs, sometimes
frustrating bartenders who preferred quicker
turnover. But overall volume increased—more
people meant more sales, even if individual
consumption slowed.

Television also changed conversation patterns.
Instead of constant chatter, bars would fall quiet
during exciting moments, then erupt in reaction.
Strangers bonded over shared viewing experiences,
debating calls and celebrating dramatic plays.The
television gave people something to talk about
beyond the usual bar topics.
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THE DECLINE OF THE BAR
BIG-SCREEN ERA

By the mid-1950s, the bar's dominance of large-
screen television was ending. Several factors
contributed:

Home television ownership exploded. By
1955, over half of American households owned
televisions. By 1960, it was nearly 90%. As home sets
became common, the novelty factor that drove bar
viewing diminished.

Home screens grew larger. The 2|-inch
screen became standard for console televisions by
the mid-1950s, offering viewing experiences
comparable to many bar sets. Families could watch
comfortably at home without dealing with bar
crowds and smoke.

Programming expanded beyond

sports. Early television's sports-heavy schedule was
perfect for bar viewing. As programming diversified—
situation comedies, dramas, variety shows—content
became less suited to communal bar watching.
People wanted to watch "l Love Lucy" or "The
Honeymooners" in the comfort of home.

Color television emerged. The first color
broadcasts began in the early 1950s, and color sets
reached consumers by the mid-1950s. Bars were
slow to upgrade to expensive color sets, giving home
viewing an advantage for certain programming.

Social attitudes shifted. Television viewing at
home became a marker of middle-class status and
family togetherness. The wholesome family gathered
around the TV became an American ideal, while the
bar became associated with less desirable elements.
This cultural shift reduced television's power as a bar
draw.

THE LEGACY

The era of bars as big-screen television venues was
relatively brief—perhaps 1947 to 1956—but its
impact endured. It established patterns of social
sports viewing that persist today. Modern sports bars,
with their walls of large screens showing multiple
games simultaneously, are direct descendants of those
1940s taverns with single large-screen sets.

The bar big-screen era also accelerated television's
adoption and cultural penetration. Millions of
Americans experienced television for the first time in
bars, becoming familiar with the technology and its
potential before they could afford home sets. These
bar viewers became television's early advocates,
spreading enthusiasm that drove home adoption.

For manufacturers, the bar market provided crucial
early revenue and testing grounds. Commercial
installations revealed which technologies were reliable
and which were problematic. Lessons learned in bar
televisions informed home set design for years.

A MOMENT IN TIME

There's something poignant about those early bar
television installations—the massive wooden cabinets,
the crowds gathered in dim rooms, the shared
experience of watching grainy images of boxing
matches and baseball games on screens that seemed
enormous then but would be laughably small now.

It was a transitional moment when television was still
new enough to be special, when owning a large-
screen set was aspirational rather than routine, when
gathering to watch was the only option for most
people. The neighborhood bar, often a working-class
institution, became democratizing—a place where
everyone, regardless of means, could access cutting-
edge technology and participate in the television
revolution.

Today, 70-inch screens are common in suburban living
rooms, and we stream content on phones while
commuting. The idea of going to a bar specifically to
watch television on a | 6-inch or 20-inch screen
seems absurd. But in 1949, that bar television was
magic—a window to the world, a technological
marvel, and a gathering point for communities.

When you walk into a modern sports bar with its
dozen flat screens and surround sound, you're
experiencing the descendant of those 1940s taverns
where neighborhood crowds gathered around a
single large-screen DuMont or RCA to watch the
Friday Night Fights. The technology has changed
beyond recognition by the fundamental human desire
to share viewing experiences hasn't changed at all.
experiences, debating calls and celebrating dramatic

plays.
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