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Art XV.—The Evolution of the Bottle, illustrated from a 
Westmorland Dust-bin. By WILLIAM LITTLE, of 
Chapel Ridding. 

Read at Carlisle, September 10th, 1903. 

WHETHER the skin bag or the earthen jar was the 
 earliest form of vessel for holding liquids there is no 

evidence to show. But, considering the structure of wine 
skins still used in Spain and the East, we may assume 
that the raw hide, flayed without ripping, first suggested 
itself for this purpose, as it would require no more 
preparation than the tying up with sinew of the ends and 
legs. Upon its size and shape the amphora would be 
modelled, and although the aperture of the wine skin is at 
the thin end, or bottom, whilst the aperture of the 
amphora, even in the earliest examples, is at the thick 
end, or top, the progressive mind which advanced from 
perishable hide to less perishable clay, would be quite 
capable of devising the simple yet thoroughly practical 
vessel for the keeping of liquids which has been in use 
without change of size or shape for thousands of years. 

As the production of wine increased and transport was 
required, the hooped cask became a necessity, and the 
cooper's craft had its beginning in an age beyond the time 
of Pliny. The art of distilling spirits from fermented 
liquids, known in the eighth century and practised in the 
Middle Ages for medical purposes, began to be employed 
on a commercial scale in the sixteenth century for the 
production of potable liquors. Something less porous 
than wood or earthenware was required to hold the highly 
volatile " water of life," and the fragile scent bottle known 
upon toilet tables since the days of the Pharaohs, the 
phial of the alchemist and the leech, expanded into a 

 
 
 
tcwaas_002_1904_vol4_0018



2I4 	THE EVOLUTION OF THE BOTTLE, 

globe of coarse glass flattened at the bottom by being set 
down before it was cool. The next step was to give the 
globe a cylindrical shape by rolling it, still red hot at the 
end of the blow-pipe, on a sloping stone, whilst the glass-
blower pressed the round bottom inwards by pushing it 
against a stone or metal knob. For nearly two centuries 
glass bottles were thus blown by lung and shaped by hand 
until the brass mould came into use, by which a uniform 
size and shape was obtained with less time and labour. 
Science now comes to the relief of human muscle, and the 
furnaceman's arm is superseded by the use of gas for 
melting the materials, and the blower's lungs by a 
pneumatic apparatus which forces the molten glass into 
every corner of the mould. 

A series of steps in this progression is illustrated by the 
bottles figured herewith. Four of them possess local 
antiquarian interest, being from Townend, Troutbeck, 
the residence of Mr. George Browne. Emptied by a 
bygone generation of Brownes, they had lain in a dusty 
heap time out of mind, until the present head of this old 
" statesman " family kindly placed some of them at the 
writer's disposal. From the crust still adhering to the 
inner surface their latest contents must have been red 
wine—probably Burgundy. 

No-ne of these bottles bear any date or maker's mark, 
but by comparing them with specimens in the London 
Guildhall Museum and others, the dates of which are 
known, it is possible to fix their approximate ages. The 
oldest (B) are of Dutch make, and, with other Dutch 
innovations, probably came over in the reign of William 
and Mary, filled with Schiedam " Schnapps," and were 
afterwards filled and refilled with the rough red wines in 
vogue in England early in the eighteenth century. The 
bottle (C) belongs to the pet iod subsequent to 1713 and 
may be of Dutch or English make, whilst (D) is apparently 
English of about 175o—so that we may safely assign them 
to the reign of George I. and II. respectively. E is 
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unmistakably English and was made to hold the port 
our grandfathers loved when George the Third was 
king. 

For the sake of completing the series I have placed at 
the beginning of the row a " leather botell " of the time of 
Charles I I.---so highly lauded in the song of that title and 
period. 	The " stoppel " is missing. 	It was a thin 
leather strap rolled into a cylinder and held in place by a 
small strap passing over the top. At the end of the row 
(F) is a standard bottle of the present day, blown in a 
mould and holding one sixth of an imperial gallon. 
Taking this as a datum, the capacities of the older bottles 
vary greatly. The " leather botell," which was not used 
for storage but was in fact the pocket-flask of the period, 
holds 3f wineglassfuls more, reckoning the glass at three 
fluid ounces. The squat Dutchman holds one glass more 
and the next bottle (C) holds i 2 glasses less. Perhaps it 
is an early specimen of the " rogue " bottle, although 
advertising was scarcely known in the time of George I. 
There is a broad-shouldered English look about (D), and 
its capacity is 14 glasses above our present standard, 
whilst the port drinker of George III.'s time got fully half 
a glass less than he was entitled to. 

NOTE.-At the reading of this paper Mr. Francis Nicholson called 
attention to notes in Walton and Cotton's Complete Angler (Ed. of 
1822, Part i., pp. 36, 38) attributing the invention of bottled beer to 
Dr. Alexander Nowel, a famous Protestant preacher of the reign of 
Edward VI., exiled during the Marian persecution, dean of St. Paul's 
1561 ; died 16o1 at the age of 95. Quoting from Fuller (Lancashire 
Worthies, p. 115) the note states that he was accustomed to fish in 
the Thames ; and having one day left his bottle of ale in the grass, 
on the bank of the river, he found it some days after, no bottle but 
a gun, such the sound at the opening thereof ; and hence, with what 
degree of sagacity let the reader determine, he (Fuller) seems to 
derive the origin of bottled ale in England." 
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It may be remarked that Dr. Nowel's bottle would 
most probably be a leathern one like A. The stopper, 
held by its strap, would resist the internal pressure, and 
would fly out with a " pop " when released. But there 
could be no bottling of ale on a practical scale for more 
than a century after Dr. Nowel's time, and until glass 
bottles became sufficiently cheap and plentiful. 
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