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T h e area of the nor th T h a m e s b a n k 
between Sou thwark Bridge and C a n n o n 
Street Sta t ion, known as the V i n t r y , has 
been associated with the wine t rade since 
at least 1170. ' 

In 1978 a silver wine taster inscr ibed 
' Johanes D o w n i n g e Decern 3th 1634 ' , 
with L o n d o n ha l lmarks for 1 6 3 4 - 5 and 
marked H B , was recovered from the fore
shore nea r the nor th end of Sou thwark 
Bridge. T h e footed bowl with p la in , 
straight sides sloping o u t w a r d from a 
doomed base , measures 9.9crn in 
d i amete r by 3 cm in height . T h e taster was 
subsequent ly acqui red by the M u s e u m of 
London.^ 

Small bowls of this type, with raised bases to 
reflect the liquid, and in which the vintner 
tilted and swirled his sample of wine, noting its 
colour, clarity and bouquet, are recorded from 
1383 in England (in a Norwich tavern 
inventory as a 'taste^ argentea ') . ' In 1530 their 
function was described by Palsgrave as 'a lytell 
cuppe to tast wyne, tasse a gouster le vin'.* 

The earliest surviving English taster is an 
example with Norwich hallmarks for 1573-4, 
whilst the earliest English example with an 
owner's inscription is that of 1631-2 in the 
Jackson Collection (National Museum of 
Wales) inscribed 'John Hine ' . The Museum 
of London taster is therefore the second 
earliest inscribed taster known. 

Plain circular tasters, on a low foot and with 
a domed centre, such as the Museum's 
example, became fashionable in the early 17th 
century, and appear to have remained so 
through the century. A very similar example 
hallmarked 1689-90 and inscribed 'Andrew 
Richmond Decern 3rd, 1689' is in the Victoria 
and Albert Museum. ' Similar tasters were also 
used in France (Bordeaux region) and ex
ported to Portugal for the wine trade. 

John Aubrey (1626-97) the antiquary, 
commented that 

'These silver boates are very common at 
Bristow among the merchants, who used to 
carry them in their pockets to Tast wine; they 
call them Tasters. They were first called 
cognes (from coggones, little boates)'.*" 

Indeed, tasters were so much a part of the 
vintner's equipment that an English Act of 
1477-8 ' prohibiting the export of gold and 
silver, made a special exemption clause, 'any 
Merchant going over the Sea to buy any Wine 
to be brought into the realm, as for to carry 
with him only a little cup called a Taster (un 
taster ou shewer pur vine)'. 

A search of records relating to 'The Trade ' 
produced evidence of a John Downinge as 
apprentice to one Richard Mills of the 
Coopers' Company in 1633/4.* The taster, 
acquired by Downinge the following year, 
perhaps records the anniversary of his joining 
the Company. 

Some coopers were also involved in the 
wholesale wine trade, to which the Vintners ' 
Company objected, leading to Charles I's 
proclamation of July 1638 prohibiting coopers 
from buying or selling wine. ' John Downinge 
may have been involved in this aspect of the 
trade. 

John Downinge served an eight-year 
apprenticeship, becoming a free journeyman 
in 1641. The date, the 3rd December, 
inscribed on the taster, was one on which 
coopers recorded their marks (usually initials 
at this period). Unfortunately, no mark for 
John Downinge is recorded.'" 

The Museum's taster is not the only one to 
be found at the Vintry. In May 1983 a silver 
taster marked BORD, and bearing a fleur-de-
lis and maker 's mark was also recorded. This 
type, a larger version of the Museum's taster, 
was common in Bordeaux between 1650 and 
1717. Whether stolen, or lost while boarding a 
boat, is a matter of speculation. 
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N O ' l ' E S 

1, Gran t by the Dean and C h a p k - r o r S l . Pau l ' s to FC((.T. (ht- son ofRcvt-luni , 
of thi- land which Baldric held o i thc r i i in ihc parish oi Si J a n u s 'versus 
v in i t a r i am ' . f. 1170. Ninth fifport of Ike Royal Commission on Historical 
Manuscripis Part 1 (London , 188:^) 13. 

2. M o L A(c . No . 78 .16 I . Tht- inaker'.s mark H B in a .shield is regarded as 
beinii^ ihat Ibr Henry Blackmore (appreni iee o l 'George Ca rey ) free 1612, 
who look H u m p h r e y Baehe as apprent ice in 16!i4. Accortiins:; tu the ("nun 
Books of the Go ldsmi ths ' C o m p a n y , Blackniorc 's faults (l(>27-*}.'i) were 
for salt.s a n d , in 16!i'2, a taster, a l though other records of pieces with his 
mark refer to t lagons, beakers , c o m m u n i o n cups and steeple cups . 

I am indebted to Gera ld T a y l o r ol (he Ashmolean M u s e u m {IJepar imeni 
of Western Art) for his advice aboul ihis goldsmith ' s idenli ly. and (o the 
Goldsmi ths ' C o m p a n y tor permission lo publish llie infoi'ination from 
their Cour t Books. 

: i C . J . J ackson An lIluMralerf History of Eniilish Fhtr ( L o n d o n , 1911) 7:i7. 

4. J o h n Palsgrave (d. 1554). chaplain to H e n r y \ ' I I I . 7 . -Eilmrdssnnnit / > La 
Langur Fmncaise (Par i s , 1852) 279. 

5. Acces.sion No. M 2 2 5 - I 9 3 ( ) . 
fj. J o h n Aubrey liemaines oj Genlilisme andJudaisme; edited a n d anno ta ted by 

J a m e s Brit ten. Publicat ions of the Folk Lore Society 4 ( L o n d o n . 1881) 
'210. 

7. Co t ton M S . N e r o , C . l . British Library ; jjublished in Slalulcs at Lari^r 
Edward IV-Elizahelh / (1770) 42 . 

8. ' T h e T r a d e ' - t h e victualling e r a f l s -V in lne r s , Brewers. I n n h o l d e r s - t o 
whom the C'oopers were elo-sely allied. Ciuildhall Library , C^oopers' 
C o m p a n y Cour t Book for 16;}2- 1541 ( M S .560:}/4, 1.19): 

T h u r s 16 J a n . 1633/4 

'Reed of R ichard M ills for apnt ienge J o h n Downinge s o n n e o f H u m f r y e o l 
Lontlon Barborsurgeon Deceased for Kight vears from Michael lmas last 
xx^' ' . 
John ' . s father ' H u m f r y e Downinge ' is rec()rded as living in V'intry W a r d 
in a house assessed at £16 in 16:J8. ( T . C . Dale The Inhabitants of London in 

1638 (LouAon. 1931) 185), 
9. Th i s proclamat ion was declared illegal by the Long Parl iament in 1641. 

In 1667 ' the Cour t [of the Coope r s ' C o m p a n y ] presented a hogshead of 
wine lo the Lord M a y o r in thankfulness for his favour lo the C o m p a n y in 
their opposi t ion in Par lameni lo the Vin tne r s , for restraint in buying and 
selling wine in gross ' . J . K. Fir th. Coopers'. Company. London (London . 
1848 )84 . 

Again in 1693 and 1697 ihe C'oopers peli l ioned (he Gove rnmen l against 
raising the import duties on wine from Spain and Portugal , duties which 
had apparent ly a l ready reduced by half their sales of wines . 
Sir Will iam Foster. A Short History of the Worshipful Company of Coopers 0/ 
/.(;Wf/w ( C a m b r i d g e . 1 9 6 1 ) 2 7 - 2 9 . ' 

10. Guildhal l Library C o o p e r s ' C o m p a n y Q u a r t e r a g e Books 163.5-1644. M S 
5614/3 . M a r k Book I561-I64H. M S 5633. 
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Plate 1. Silver wine taster, 1634-5. 
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