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Pill making lid
Today the medicine we buy is mass-produced by
companies in the form of identical pills or capsules.
Before this pharmacists either sold loose powder or
turned it into pills themselves. To do this they
would have needed to use an object like the one in
the box.
The picture below shows that there would have
originally have been another part - a smaller top
half with a handle at both ends. To make the pills a pharmacist took powdered
medicine and mixed it with a small amount of liquid to form a solid paste. This
was rolled out to form a long tube, and placed on the pill board. The top part
was moved back and forwards over it to cut the tube into small sections, which
were then rounded and formed into pill
shapes. By calculating the length and
thickness of the original tube, a
pharmacist could work out how strong
these individual sections were, and how
many doses a patient should take.

Glass measure
This was used by pharmacists to measure out liquid medicines. The
amounts on the side are in fluid ounces and fluid drams, which are
imperial measurements. A fluid ounce is made up of eight fluid
drams, and each fluid dram is made up of 60 minims (or drops). The
equivalent of a fluid ounce today is 28ml, and a fluid dram is 3.5ml.
Pharmacists stopped using imperial measures in the 1960s, when
metric measurements, like millilitres and litres, were introduced.
Today, the European Union has ruled that countries should sell
everything in metric amounts, but they made an exception in the
case of Britain because so many things are measured in imperial, such as a pint
of milk or beer.
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Bottle of castor oil
This medicine bottle contained castor oil. If you look carefully
you can still see some of it inside. It is made from oil extracted
from the beans of the castor plant. Inside the box you will find
pictures of other plants used today to
make various medicines.

Castor beans

Castor oil has been used for thousands of
years to treat many different illnesses.
Ancient Egyptians used it to relieve eye
irritation and traditional Chinese
medicine uses it to speed up childbirth.
Today it is mainly used as a laxative and
also as a base in many different ointments and creams.

Medicine bottle with wood and cork stopper
We don't know very much about this bottle, other than it
would have been used to store a powdered medicine.
Although this example is transparent, the colour of the glass in
medicine bottles could tell you what type of medicine they
contained. Blue bottles usually contained ointments or some
kind of oil, red was for medicines that could only be used
externally, and green (although confusingly, also sometimes
blue) was used for poisons. White opaque glass was also used
for liquid and powders that needed to be kept cool, as it
reflected away heat. By using bottles with different colours
pharmacists hoped to prevent illiterate or visually impaired
people from taking medicines that could be harmful.

Leather case for minim measure
This case would have held a very small instrument, used to measure
out a small amount of liquid called a minim. The measure inside was
probably made of glass. As a minim measure was so small it was most
likely used by a pharmacist to measure out individual doses or bought
by a patient to use at home.
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Medicine bottle with glass stopper
This bottle contained sal volatile, which is the chemical name for
a substance called smelling salts. Smelling salts used to be
waved underneath people's noses to revive them and make them
feel more awake. Women in particular used them. They often
carried small amounts around with them in very small decorated
silver boxes called vinaigrettes.
An old name for smelling salts is 'spirit of
hartshorn', because ammonia, one of the main
ingredients in smelling salts, used to be
extracted from the antlers of male deer also known as harts.
Vinaigrette

Apothecary's bottle in boxwood case
The small medicine bottle is well protected by the case outside and
it was probably made for someone to carry with them
everyday.
The case is made from boxwood, which was often chosen
by apothecaries as it was hardwearing and could be carved
very thinly without breaking or cracking. Other materials
such as rosewood and ebony were also used, but these
were for wealthier customers, as they were more expensive
to produce.

Small medicine bottle with wood and cork stopper
The label on the outside of this very small medicine bottle tells us
that the bottle is not local to Reading. It came from a pharmacy
company called F. B Wride and Co. Whoever owned F. B Wride
chemists was a successful business person as they had several
pharmacies across Hampshire. The address on this bottle lists a
chemist in Winchester, but a telephone directory of 1911 lists four
chemists in Southampton as well. If you look at other items in this
box you can see that several come from the same company.
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Pottery lid
Originally the lid would have been used for a pot
containing toothpaste, used during the late
nineteenth century. Toothpaste in some form has
existed for many thousands of years. The
Ancient Egyptians used
mixtures made of salt,
pepper, dried mint and
irises. The ancient Greeks
and Romans added crushed
bones and oyster shells to
make it coarser, which
helped to scrape away plaque and other debris. Even
until the 1950s soap was still added to toothpaste to help
the mixture stick together.

Antique
toothbrushes

The toothpaste we use today is much safer for our teeth.
It contains ingredients that have been scientifically tested
to help prevent or treat specific dental problems such as
sensitive teeth or tooth decay.

Inhaler bottle with cork
Inhalers were used to help with congestion or other chest
conditions such as bronchitis or asthma. This example is
called the ‘Dr Nelson's Inhaler’ as the shape was invented
by Dr Nelson, a GP in the late nineteenth century.
Hot water was poured inside and mixed with a strong
smelling oil such as menthol or eucalyptus. The vapours
were breathed in through the large opening on the top,
which originally had a glass tube through the cork stopper.
The smaller opening on the side let in fresh air.
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Blue glass eye bath
Eyebaths, or eye cups, have been in use since the sixteenth
century, but as this particular example is made of glass it
probably dates from the eighteenth or nineteenth century. They
were also made from other materials such as porcelain, silver or
pewter but these were less common and few have survived.
A book of household advice from the 1920s describes how 'the eyes should be
given an eye-bath every morning, and always after being exposed to fog, dust
or a long motor journey'. They were a very common item to have in the
medicine cupboard and a Boots catalogue from 1929 lists eye baths in blue,
green or white glass for 5½d (about 2p) and a porcelain one for 6d (about
2½p). They remained popular until eye drops were developed. It is still
possible to buy plastic eye baths today.

Nineteenth century invalid cup
An invalid cup was used to feed people who were too ill or unable to feed
themselves. They were usually made out of porcelain, but there are some
examples in glass, pewter or silver. These were less common and few of them
have survived. The cup was filled with something to
drink, a thin soup or a mixture made from flour and
water called 'pap'. The cover on top stopped liquid
spilling from out. They were very popular in the
Victorian Period when wealthy families nursed their sick
relatives through long illnesses at home rather than send
them to a hospital.

Victorian spectacles
If you look through these glasses you can see that
they make things bigger, which means they were
probably used as reading glasses. The hallmarks
on the arms tell us that they are sterling silver and
made in London. They were made during the
Victorian Period but we cannot be sure of the
exact date as the hallmark which tells us which
year they were made is damaged. If you carefully pick up the glasses you can
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see that the arms can be extended to make them longer.

