
Samuel Oliver Dunbar, known to bottle collectors as 
S. O. Dunbar, began his apothecary business in the early 
1800s in Taunton, Massachusetts. Born in 1800 in Tittecut, 
Massachusetts, he had little formal education. Because of 
serious illnesses in his father’s family, there was little time 
or money for scholastic studies. Most of his educational and 
business knowledge was learned outside the schoolroom. In 
1818, when he was eighteen years old, he moved to Boston 
and worked as a salesman for a dry goods merchant. He 
continued there until 1834, at which time he moved to Taunton 
and started his own business. 

The Taunton drug business started small, but as he won 
the confidence of the townspeople, it grew and he continued 
to add more products. Ads were found from 1849 to 1886 
for his drug store. Earlier dated testimonials were written 
on some of the ads. In 1869, the business directory listing 
was S. O. Dunbar & Son. About 1878, it went back to just 
S. O. Dunbar. He was still listed in 1883, and was the oldest 
druggist in Taunton. It was said in a history of Taunton that 
he continued to supervise the business every day, even at an 
advanced age.

By 1887, the business was listed in directories as Dunbar 
Drug Store, probably having been sold, as the Dunbars had 
no natural children of their own. They raised and adopted five 
orphans, but only one was still living in 1887, and he did not 
reside in Taunton. Throughout the years, addresses listed were 
at 9 and 10 Bank Row and 52 & 53 City Square. His ads included 
drugs and medicines, Shakers’ herbs, chemicals, bitters, inks, 
school supplies, blank books, Bibles, and perfumery products, 
as well as dye stuffs, trusses. foreign leeches and brushes. 
Besides the products he produced himself, he filled doctors’ 
prescriptions any hour of the day or night and was an agent for 
all popular patent medicines of the time. 

Although active in local duties, Dunbar never sought to 
obtain higher office, preferring to help as a private citizen. He 
worked on committees, including ones relating to the Civil War 

which involved citizens from Taunton. Dunbar was said to have 
been a lifelong member of the Whig and Republican political 
parties. At some point, he became a justice of the peace. In 
1869, he was appointed postmaster of Taunton and maintained 
a post office in his building. 

Dunbar was a large ink producer, manufacturing and 
selling it in embossed glass bottles ranging from small 
umbrellas to quarts. The bottles are both pontiled and later 
smooth-based. Mention is also made of half-gallon and gallon 
jugs of ink as well as kegs. On an early label it is noted that 
he bought the rights to manufacture and sell ink from a Mr. 
Baylies. We found several merchants by this name in the 
area, but are unsure which was the one mentioned. One 1840 
testimonial noted this ink had been in use for twenty years, 
winning numerous awards under Baylies’ manufacture. 

Dunbar’s vegetable bitters is said to have had the longest 
name known for a bitters product (see ad). It contained tomatoes, 
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1850 Bitters ad.

1850 Fluid Magnesia ad and half pint 

bottle (right) that is known with label for 

the Magnesia. This bottle, without a pour 

spout, could have been used for many of 

his products. It came in half-pint, pint and 

quart sizes, perhaps others.  



sarsaparilla, blackberry, dandelion and 
wild cherry. This bitters was reported to 
cure all diseases either from the improper 
use of mercury or any other cause. Ads stated it was known to 
have cured the following diseases: Scrofula, Ulcerations, Sore 
throat, Pimples on the face, Eruptions of the skin, Rheumatic 
afflictions, Pain in the Bowels, Night Sweats, Liver Complaints, 
Piles, Epilepsy, Palpitations of the Heart, Dropsy, and many 
other ailments. This Life Renovating Bitters was sold in quart 
bottles at one dollar a bottle, five dollars for six bottles. This 
was a cure for all that ailed you, if you believed the ads! He 
also made an anti-acid medicine called Fluid Magnesia. Ads 
indicated it was equal to any English or American product. 

The round embossed aqua bottles are the most commonly 
seen, ranging from small sizes to a quart. While most are 
aqua, amber ones are also known in 3 sizes. We have heard 
of, but not seen, an amber umbrella ink. The sided bottles are 
not as common, but are seen fairly often. The ones with pour 
spouts are noted as inks in his price list, but could have been 

used for other things 
as well. For whatever 
reason, Dunbar bottles 
don’t seem to be as 
popular with collectors 
as some of the other 
older ones such as 
Harrison’s Columbian 
and E.Waters.  Perhaps 

it is because not much was known of his interesting history 
or which large bottles were used for what product, unless a 
labeled one was found. We believe them to be very collectible 
and unless labeled, they sell for reasonable prices. Dunbar was 
a remarkable, self-made businessman who worked hard and 
had a successful business for over fifty years. 

The following description of the Dunbars is quoted 
directly from an 1883 History of Bristol County, Mass. by 
Hamilton Hurd and there is no better way to end the Dunbar 
history than this quote: 

“Mr. and Mrs. Dunbar are in many respects a remarkable 
couple. They have passed over fifty-six years of life hand in 
hand together, and during all those long years the harmony of 
their union has not been marred by a dispute, disagreement, 
or harsh word. The united current of their lives has flowed 
peacefully and happily on, and now, as they near the great 
ocean of eternity, they can look confidently forward with 
the pleasing assurance that, if separated at all, it will be but 
briefly; that in the great beyond that union of heart and spirit, 
so long and happily maintained here, shall there be but the 
more firmly established as the ages roll by.“
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1850 ad - Ink won an award in 1844  

1849 price list notes large inks have lips and contain amount 

listed.  

Listings were always as S. O. Dun-
bar, never a full name. Signature is 
from an 1850 letter.

(top left) Labeled umbrella. (top right) Small 12-sided ink. 

(bottom left) Quart, OP bottle with pour spout that would have 

been used for ink. (bottom right) A gallon ceramic jug.
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1872 ad lists products including foreign leeches

Trade card mentions the post office in his building and prod-

ucts on the back.  


