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FOR BEAUTIFYING AND PRESERVING THE TEETH AND GUMS: 

BONE TOOTHBRUSHES AND CERAMIC TOOTHPASTE POTS 

FROM HISTORIC SITES IN THE CROMWELL DISTRICT 

Stuart Bedford 
Clutha Valley Development 
Cromwell 

Two of the more novel artefact types uncovered during the 
excavation of Chinese sites in the Cromwell area are shallow, 
transfer printed earthenware pots and bone handled t oothbrushes . 
The earthenware pots were used for the retailing of a wide 
variety of . food and cosmetic products such as 'bear's grease' 
("for the growth of the hair " ), shaving creams, ointments 
and toothpaste during the 18th, 19th and early 20th centuries. 
By the end of the 19th century their main use was for packaging 
toothpastes. 

This study concentrates on toothpaste containers because 
they consitute the main type found in the study sites. Only 
one other product type is represented: Holloways 'cure-all' 
ointment. Discussion on bone handled toothbrushes is also 
included . The paper outlines the history and manufacture 
of these dental hygiene products and incorpora te s a discussion 
on excavated material , along with comment on their relative 
scarcity and utility for dating. 

The assemblages 

A total o f seven pot lids were excavated, two complete 
with bases (Table 1). Five were toothpaste pot lids while 
the other two were Holloways ointment. A further four bases 
were recovered without lids so it is not possible to state 
for certain what product they contained. There were twelve 
tooth~rushes in total of three different styles (Table 1). 
They are depicted in Figure 2. 

Except f o r one toothbrush, which c ame from a 19th century 
European house site known as The Ledge (5133/868), all the 
material comes from Chinese sites, Ah Wees (Sl lS /54 , QB 2 
(5124 /207), both rural Chinese huts in the Upper Clutha area, 
Firewood Creek (5133/424), Caliche (5133/223) and Cromwell's 
Chinatown (5133/48). 

Ceramic pots 

Ceramic pots were first used for packaging products 
in t he 18th century. The earliest pots were decorated with 
uniform blue rings or stripes and were sold to retailers who 
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Pot Lido nnd ~bosoing. 
Do.sea. 

Lid nnd Baoo. 'The Alexandra Cherry Toothpaste 
(int:ict) Prepared by Alfred Felton 

(ric.l:A,B,C) Melbourne.• 

Lid ond Dase. 'Coralite Toothpacte,Preparod by 

(fig. l1E,F.) Kess Cabriel,Dc:,tints,Ludgate 
llill,Lon1o:,, • 

'i'«o LHs ~fig.l ' Cherry Toothpaste,Prepared by 
(ide:,tioa l John Cocnell U:o,London, 

nr.d intnet) P;,.t roni:::e1 bv the Cluccn . • 
LB( frn...,.ent) . '3. Ea,z. Son and Thomn:-Jon • l? J. 
Dace lints.ct). 

De:,e( fr1'01'ent) . 

I:aoe( inte.ct). 

Dn~d frament I 
Lid ( i :1 ~act) , ' Hollo1·1ays Ointment 533 Oxford 

s t.L ~t o 2~ t Str and London• 
Li :! l !'rai;i:cntc) ' Hollo~ays Ointment 244 Strand 

London'. 

Toothbrushc:: Ho. or Dimensions Pieces 

1 ( fic. 21D
0 

2 L· 13.4, W. of handle •l.2cm. 

2 l L- 13. 5, w. or handle -1.4, 
3 I '"' - ?oP.) l Width of h1111dle • l.4cm 
4' 

(fig.2:C). 
3 Widt h of handlo • l.4cm. 

2 L• 1,,6 ll . of" h~ndle •l ,4. 
(,.. _ ?•('\ 1 L- l~ II . of handle -1.5. ,_ 
( ... ~ ?• ., 3 ilidth of htn dle • 1.4. 

1 L- 13.4 , H. of hMdle -1.5. 
q 1 Width of hcndl e • 1.4cm. 

10 1 ... ~ ? • 1" 1 lfidth of hDnrl l o • l. ncm. 
ll Ir;- ? · ' • l 
12 (r1e . 21 F. l 

Dimcnoiono. Commonts. 

D-7.4cm,Lid ond A nrulticolourc d lid with gold band.Al,x,on the 
Ba:,o 11.4.8cm. lid io a diamond shnpod roeistrntion mark,datod 
Circular. ~on. 24th 1865.Thie ma rk appeared on n wide 

r an,.., or c cr cr.,1co bct11Mn 1842 rnd 1 AA> 
Lid 1111d Bnse Bl ack 1111:J. :<hi te lid. cli,bossed on bnoe D. E.&Co. , 
H•J.lcm,Lu8.4cm, ( Bat es,Elliot~~Co ,Bursleai 1870-75.). 
H.5,lcm,Rectongula,. 

Cicular lids . A multicoloured lid with i:old bend.World wi1e 
D-8cm, H· o. 2cm. distribution.Excavated in U.S.A. nlso(He~akovitz 

1q1a . ). 
Dl ack nn:l ·.!hito lid. F'r:irment onlv. 

D,,C,. 5cm, H•2.C>cm. iln1denttfiablo embo cainc on ba:,e. 
tHrr.111 ;"'-

D-7 ,8cm, ll•2,8cm. Elobooocd on base B.Z.&Co.(Datoo,Zlliott &Co 1870 
Circular. -7<;.) 
1)..7. '.)cm11l•3 , 6cm . 
Ci.,-ci,lr.r . 
t- 6 . <;cm H•2. 65cm, 
0.9,6om,Jr..l. 7cm. Sinc lo co loured lid(dark green). Thomas Holloway 
Circulnr. cet uo hie bu•!"~·~ at ?!d "'"• ••-~,,,i I n 1~17 

Circular It wao shifted to 533 Oxford st in 1867. 

Shape of Provenance Commente . 
Handle. 

l'ointed end Ch. Hut 23, Small size. Three 'Bulls Eyes' embossed 
on "'~-tdl,-

Rounded end. Ch. Hut 18. Almost intact. 
Rounded end Ch Hut l ll H1111dle onlv. 
Point ed end. Ch. Hut 18. Small piece of wire throuch hole in 

handle . Also three 'Bulls Evce I 

Pointed e"d. '""• Jin+ 18 
Pointed end. Ch. Hut 18 . Intact. 
Rounded end. Ch, Hut 34. Handle and other fr"""'enta. 
Po i nt ed end, 5124/20{. Almost intact. 
Pointed end. 5124/207. Handle only. 
Pointe d end, Sl" '"h"• IIMdle onlf" Three ·, Bull o c.):es' o:, ho.r.dlc 

S ll5t~~. nrT;n:e Pn of i;~ .. i; on i v . 
O.rnett c he.ndlo . Ch llu't 14. O.rno.tc handle. Three 'Dull a ~·cc:J 
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FIGURE 1 . Ceramic pots . 
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then applied their own paper label. From 1750 a few retailerc 
began to have their pots handpainted by potters who would 
add the trader ' s name. As time went on addresses and even 
a short description of the pot's contents were added (Davis, 
1967:39). 

During the mid 1800s great changes were being made in 
the methods of industrial production and marketing (Prickett, 
1981:581) . American manufacturers ushered in a new era of 
mass production and the standardisation of products and packaging. 
With these advances came an increasing range of manufactured 
goods and there was a demand for cheaper, more attractive 
and sales-stimulating containers . 

The establishment of large scale manufacturers and whole­
salers created a shift away from small shopkeepers who manufactured 
packaged and sold locally, to large retailers who traded on 
a national level. Handpainted pots were totally unsuited 
to cope with the 19th century boom in sales of packaged household 
products and their nationwide distribution. 

Transfer printing was the answer to quantity production 
of attractive pot lids and may other earthenware containers. 
By the beginning of the 19th century underglaze transfer printing 
in one colour was developed. With this process a single design 
c ould be used an almost unlimited number of times . 

By the 1840s multicoloured underglaze transfer printing 
had been perfected . The best known maker s of these pot lids 
were F. and R. Pratt and Co . of Fenton , Staffordshire , who 
produced pot lids with elaborate scenes . Other firms used 
the underglaze colour printing process on pottery too ( today 
all these lids are called 'Pratt-Ware') . Their customers 
were the retailers who sold products to the upper class markets. 
These coloured pot lids had a limited period of manufacture 
and reached the peak of their popularity i n the 1860s (Dav i s , 
1967:40). As they were relatively expensive to produce, companies 
recouped t heir cost in the price of the luxury items that 
were sold i n the pot e .g ., bear ' s grease or shrimp paste. 
Quite understandably none of these 'Pratt-Ware ' pots have 
been excavated from early gold mini ng sites in Central Otago . 
The three excavated mul ti-coloured toothpaste pot lids have 
litho transfers which was a cheaper and later process (Clarke, 
1970:299). The demise of the muiti-coioured iids was brought 
about by the combined effects of rising production costs , 
competition from other packaging materials and changing fashions . 
Production had virtually ceased by 1900 (Fletcher, 1975 : 9). 

Black and white transfer printed p ot lids remained popular 
well after cbloured lids had fallen out of general use because 
they were cheaper to produce and c ould compete with o ther 
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forms of packaging. Paper labels, no matter how inexpensive 
printers could make them, were quite useless on pots containing 
greasy creams and those which came into contact with water 
as often as toothpaste pots (Fletcher, 1975:10). 

The growth of large manufacturing and wholesale chemists 
who ordered thousands of lids a year to advertise their product 
also helped sustain the black and white pot lid market (and 
one or two lithe-transferred multi-coloured lids such as the 
John Gosnell lid Fig. lD). As public interest in health and 
hygiene grew so too did the trade in quack medicines, ointments, 
cosmetics and t~othpaste . 

During . the last twenty years of the 19th century the 
blacK and white pot lid market was sustained and even expanded. 
England exported large quantities to the United States and 
to all parts of the British Empire . 

Transfer-printed pots underwent a number of changes in 
shape and style through time. The earliest pots were straight 
sided cylinders with flat lids. From the 1840s the domed 
lid became the standard shape . Circular lids were by far 
the most popular although by the 1890s a few wholesale chemist s 
began to favour square and rectangular pots in an attempt 
to solve the problem of insecure lids (a problem never satis­
factorily solved); a flat sided pot could be more easily fastened 
with string (Fletcher , 1975 : 27). Printing a transfer o n the 
underside of a lid as well as on the top had brief popularity 
in the 1890s. Costs of production were kept down by mass 
producing pots with standardised designs advertising 'toothpastes' 
or 'cold creams' . These had blank spaces for an individual 
chemist's name and address. 

After 1900 there was increased competition from other 
packaging materials including greaseproof cardboard, pots 
made of·cork and , most important of all, the collapsible tooth­
paste tube . Collapsible tubes were invented in 1841 and were 
first used for artists colours . The first record of toothpaste 
in tubes is 1892 (Davis, 1967:83) . 

Toothbrus hes 

The first record of a brush designed specifically for 
cleaning the teeth occurs in a letter written in England in 
1651. The brushes at this time were short stiff-haired tools 
resembling paintbrushes rather than the toothbrushes of today 
and were referred to as 'teethbrushes' (Beaver, 1980 : iv). 

In the 1780s an efficient and simple toothbrush was de­
signed (the style is basically unchanged today) by a London 
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FIGURE 2 . Toothbrushes . 
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t~adesman, William Addis. This first toothbrush was made 
of bone and horse-tail hair. The making of these bone handled 
brushes was an e xtremely labour intensive process involving 
up to fifty-three separate processes, mostly concerned with 
shaping the handle. 

Toothbrush handles were made from ox thigh and buttock 
bones, the ends of the bones being sawn off and s o ld to button 
ma kers (Bea ver, 1980:3). The handles were shaped with planes, 
files and sharp knives and then drilled to t ake the tufts 
of hair. On the back o f the brush shallow grooves were cut 
for wires to secure the tufts in place ( Fig. 2). The handles 
were then tumbled, to give them a smooth matt surface, polished, 
bleached and degreased. 

Early toothbrushes were f illed with white horse-tail 
ha ir or pigs bristles. Adding the bristles required skill 
and dexterity as small bunches o f hair were drawn into the 
holes by wires in t he back of the brush. 

The first plastic-handled (celluloid) toothbrushes appeared 
i n the 1920s and were produced alongside bone handled brushes . 
Handmade bone handled toothbrushes became obsolete after the 
Second World War. 

Discus sion 

The appearance of these artefacts in Chinese sites supports 
other evidence showing that although the Chinese miners con­
tinued to rely on products imported from China, they were 
quick t o adopt European produc ts. 

The industrial strength o f England i n the 19th century, 
its role in supplying manufactured goods to all areas under 
the British flag and New Zealand's dependance o n this trade 
is clearly demonstrated with these artefac ts. Except for 
the one pot lid made for the Australian chemist Felton (Fig . l 
A,B ,C), all of the excavated lids and bases were made in England 
and used by large British chemical wholesalers. The Australian 
lid may have been made in Australia (Vader and Murray, 1975:78), 
but i s just as likely to have been made in England. No pot 
lids advertising a New Zealand chemi st were excavated although 
a number are known , suc h as Haynes Carbolised toothpaste which 
was made in Dunedin and widely distributed within New Zealand 
(refer Appendix 1). All the exc avated toothbrushes were made 
of bone, although the process of manufacture has destroyed 
possible identification of the bone type. These too were 
made in England. Although none of the excavated brushes bear 
makers marks, four have an impressed 'bull's eye' design suggest­
ing they were produced by the same firm. 
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The relatively small number of pots and toothbrushes 
may be due to several factors. Even in 1900, after 120 years 
of toothbru h production, products for cleaning teeth were 
still not widely used, especially amongst the working class 
(Beaver, 1980:15). Given this situation , the regular brushing 
of teeth may not have held a great deal of importance for 
the miners, or, less obvious methods may have been employed, 
such as cleaning the teeth with a damp piece of cloth dipped 
in soot (Fletcher, 1975:34). The cost may have been a dis­
incentive too, at a cost of sixpence or more per pot, toothpaste 
was probably considered a luxury or only purchased when a 
miner was well off. 

The utility of toothpaste pots for dating sites is limited 
because they are relatively uncommon artefacts. None have 
been uncovered in the other major historical excavations in 
New Zealand to date. Pots which have a maker 's mark or a 
company's name on the lid can be dated (particularly those 
advertising short-lived New Zealand chemists). Toothbrushes 
have limited utility for dating because of their long product­
ion span and lack of differentiation. However those that 
have a maker's mark of the handle should be datable (Herskovitz, 
1978:129). 
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Area Chemist and Contents. Co"mments eriod of Cheoists 
+ Oocration .+ + 

Auckland .Uckin. Auckland on top 
and base. Six size! 

Aickin's Eucal.YJ)tene Ointment. Crecn transfer. 1872- post 1920 
C.Aickin Aromatic Toothpaste. Red transfer. 
A. Eccles Toothpaste. Square. 1897- post 1920 Eccleo Cold Cream, 
J .Ed.eon. Cold Cream. 185j- post 1920 
s.Cilbert Cherry Toothpaete. Do bossed with 

Maori Chiofs head 1882- post l:,20 S, Oilbert A.recs Nut Toothpaste . 
Rasletts Cherry Toothpaste. Rectangular. 1882- c,1915 Hasletts Cherry Toothpaste. Squa.ro. 
Sharland & Co. Cherry Toothpaste, Blue transfer. 
.I..A.~hite. Tocthpcwder • 

Cambridge E,B, Hill , Cherry Toothpaste, Red transfer with 1900- 1919 
=ld band. 

Christchurch Ba.xters Alternative Ointr.,cnt, lll<>O's- pos t 192 
Cook & Ross.Otto of ~os~ Cold Cream. Small, 1859- post 1929 Cook & Rosa. Otto of Rose Cold Cream. Large, 
Could & co. Toothpaste, 

b, 1860' · - 1910 Wallace & Co. Toothpast•. Square. 
Dunedin S.S.Bannister Square. 1882- 1909 J. a. Rayne. Carboli3cd Coral Toothpast e, Small,roctangular. 

Olaaa. 
J,R,R~e. Carbolised Coral Tooth;>aste. Lar3e,racta.ngu.lar. 1898- poet 

Class. 1920 J . R.Hayne. C•.rbolisei Corel Toothpast e. Rectancul,.r, 
Petit & Rayne. Toothpast e . Squa,:-e . Cold bend. 1888-1897 
Seniors. Tooth;>P..st a. Pictorial .'.i'1i . . -

Jas. Waters. Antiseptio Toothpaste. Square. l89S:.:. po;t 1920 
T. :4. "Hlkinson. :lose Toothpa::;to . Rect"1l(."Ula.r. 

1665- 1891 ',.'. JI . ll i l!-.i~ .. on • Ro $e Toot,,past e. Rectan.;ul :..r. Large. 
Oisborne . Harold lane. Toothpaste. Small. 1898- 1911. Rarold Ka."le. Toothpaste. Lu~e. 

~. ;:ood. Pi~~ Toothnaste. l<lOO- lQOc; 
l,a picr !.:. 

A. u:cles. T\lo .. .;h.pasto. Squaro. Hastines .l.. "'.:ccles. Cold er ..... 
A.Eccles. Lipsalve. (Napier), 
Welaman & White. 

Timaru. Cunn & Co. Toothpaste. Square. 1875- 1916 
Gunn & Brien. Square. 
L.B.Jamee. Toothpaste. Square. Brown 1902- post 1920 

trcnsfor. 
llellinirton. R. "'3'rea. Cherry Toothpaste. Herbalist. 1880-

Barraud & Son Otto ot Roso Cold Cream. 1849- poet 1920 
R.C.Brien. Toothpaste, 
W.C.Jl'itzgerald. Cherry Toothpaste. 

SquP-re •. c . 1900-post 192') 

II.C,1'1tzgereJ.d. Otto ot Rose Cold Cream. c .1885- 1905 
W.C.Pitzgerald. Lipsalve. 
D.L.Turner • .I.rec a Nut Toothpaste. 1887- 1906 

+ Unless deacribed otherwise all lids are oircular. 
+ + In mo:st instances t ermination dates are not given atter 1920 becauee pot lids 

were not used a tter this time, 

APPENDIX 1. New zealand pot lids . 




