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Elijah S. Curtis Ink Co.

The Elijah S. Curtis Ink company is
an old company that dates to the 1840s.
In searching through references, including
the book, FORTY CENTURIES OF INK,
nothing was found on this company. A
survey by Carter’s Ink in 1870 did not list
them either. The only mention found was
in the book OLD INKS by Lavinia Nelson.
She found them listed in the Boston
Directory for 1847-48. Two addresses were
found for the company, one at 9 Dock
Square, Boston and another at 66 Broad
Street, Boston (on a broadside and a label).

Even though no written history was
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found on the company, we found two great
old broadsides (printed advertising
circular) that gives some interesting
information on a main product - powdered
ink. The company (at this time) was
located at 9 Dock Square, Boston, and
seems to have been a wholesale company
selling powdered ink in quantity to retail
merchants for mixing and bottling.
Quantities sold varied from small boxes
making just a little to enough for a barrel.
The broadside implied that Curtis would
provide labels and the merchant would
have to supply his own bottles. This could
explain the many different type of labeled
Curtis bottles that are seen. We have never
seen an embossed Curtis bottle.

Merchants could also have bottled this
under their own name after mixing and
bottling. These bottles should be pontiled
or at least of that time period, as it is not
likely Curtis could compete with the many
companies organized in the late 1850s-60s
in and near Boston that produced a ready
made ink and of better quality.

The broadside states in part...“This ink
in bottles, including labels, will cost,
counting the wholesale prices of the ink,

and the fair market value of bottles, corks
etc., for quart bottles, one dollar per dozen,
pints 75 cents, half-pints, 50 cents, 6
ounce, 30 cents, 4 ounce, 20 cents, or
20 cents per gallon by the barrel, averaging
all expenses included, less than one-fourth
of the present price of any other kind of
ink...persons wishing to put up ink in the
large way will find this the most
economical and convenient article they can
find...All the wrappers and labels are ready
gummed so as to save the inconvenience
of pasting. Moisten with a brush or sponge
dipped in water and they will adhere to
the bottles without further trouble...” The
broadside also gives full directions for
mixing by the barrel or small quantities.
If mixing a barrel, start with a five gallon
mixture, stir with a stick for a week and
then add twenty gallons of rain water, after
which it is good for immediate use.

Another interesting bit in these
broadsides was a note about how healthy
this ink was to use. It contained no
poisonous ingredients and was free from
offensive effluvia (harmful vapors or
offensive odor), and would not injure the
sight of persons having weak or irritable
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eyes. It also would not effect the health of
persons having the habit of putting pens in
their mouths, and on this account no other
ink but this should be used in schools.

A few years ago, several different unused
and uncut Curtis labels turned up in quantity.
These labels were sold at paper shows, bottle
shows, auctions, and now occasionally on the
internet. While a lot of people framed these,
some have been glued on any bottle that
looked like an ink. For this reason, many
people are a little hesitant to buy Curtis
bottles. We have seen some we believe to be
19th century with original labels and some
that definitely were recently applied labels
(old labels, newer bottles). The broadsides and
labels from Curtis make interesting reading,
however, and are worth collecting as well as
the bottles.
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