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After moving to Canonsburg, Pennsylvania in the spring of 
2016 with my wife, I was very excited to learn that the 

Washington County Antique Bottle and Glass Club held their 
monthly meetings less than 10 minutes from our new home. 
Though we were both new bottle collectors at the time, my wife 
and I attended our first meeting and became official club mem-

bers shortly thereafter. Eventually, I was invited to my first privy 
dig and soon my collection, and bottle knowledge, started to 
grow. 

Through happenstance, I started to focus my collection on early 
vermifuge bottles (for the uninitiated, a vermifuge is a medication 
used to kill and expel intestinal parasitic worms). I also started to 
gravitate toward early Wheeling, West Virginia bottles as our new 
home was now so close to this historic city. Slowly, through dig-

ging, and purchases from fellow collectors, I began to add these 
types of bottles to my collection. When our bottle club’s annual 
show approached in the spring of 2017, I had high hopes of find-

ing another bottle or two to add to my shelf.

By Zack Baer

Wheeling, Worms, and The History of 

Laughlins & Bushfield 

 A lineup of five Laughlins & Bushfield Druggists bottles (both pontil and smooth base), from the collection of John Leonard.
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THE FIND 

My wife and I arrived at the show early to help with set up and to 
carry in boxes for some of the venders. After the work was done, 
the doors were opened and the early buyers rushed into the build-

ing. My wife and I followed suit and quickly made our first trip 
around the tables. We completed this preliminary search as fast 
as we could to make sure we did not miss out on any “once in a 
lifetime” deals that would swiftly be gobbled up by other buyers. 
We saw a number of great bottles, and I am sure there were a few 
good deals, but I didn’t see anything that jumped out at me as a 
“must buy”. We then commenced our second search. This time 
we walked around the tables slowly, taking our time to inspect 
each bottle to make sure we didn’t miss something on the first 
pass. But alas, we found nothing that fit into my niche collection. 
By the end of the second lap the initial rush of adrenaline was 
starting to die off and I was beginning to lose hope. The general 
admission buyers started to filter into the building as I sulked my 
way over to the complementary refreshments table to drown my 
sorrows in free coffee and donuts. 

Just as it seemed I would be returning home empty handed, I 
glanced over to a nearby table. There, on a series of shelves 
between beautiful cobalt sodas and apple green medicines, sat 
a small aqua bottle which caught my eye. Walking closer, I saw 
that the bottle was embossed “Worm Powder”. As I leaned in 
to pick the bottle up, I couldn’t help but feel like Indiana Jones 
when he reaches past the hundreds of golden chalices to pick out 
the wooden cup that he knew to be the Holy Grail. 

I rotated the bottle in my hand in order to read the next embossed 
panel: “Wheeling, VA” (West Virginia was not granted statehood 
until 20 June 1863). My heart leapt and my mind instantly flashed 
to Jim Holst’s The Pontiled Medicine Price Guide which includes 
a bottle embossed “Laughlins & Bushfield / Worm Powder / 
Wheeling VA”. When I first came across this bottle in Jim’s 
book, I decided this was to be my holy grail as it combines both 
of my collecting focuses. I never thought I would actually find it 
though, as there are less than ten known to exist. 

I rotated the bottle again and was surprised to read “Laughlin & 
Smith Co.”, not “Laughlins & Bushfield.” This was intriguing. I 
knew that Laughlin & Smith Co. were the successors to Laugh-

lins & Bushfield, but I was pretty certain all of their bottles were 
produced after West Virginia became its own state. Why then 
would this bottle be embossed Virginia?  

A check of the bottle’s base revealed it to be a non-pontiled, hinge 
mold. Again, not what I was expecting. Unfortunately, closer 
inspection revealed a half inch crack running from the bottle’s lip 
down the neck, and an internal open bubble behind the embossed 
proprietors’ name. Not great, but I knew I would never find another 
one, so I decided I could overlook the damage. I purchased the 
bottle, and walked away from the table as high as a kite. 

Curious about my new purchase, I showed the bottle to a few of 
the more experienced West Virginia collectors at the show. They 
confirmed my suspicions that this was indeed a rare bottle. They 
had seen the Laughlins & Bushfield worm powder bottle before 
but had only heard rumors of the Laughlin & Smith Co. variant. 

They offered to buy it from me on the spot, but having just found a 
variant of my holy grail bottle, I couldn’t even consider parting with it. 

After the show, I brought the bottle home and placed it on my 
shelf. I was extremely excited to add this bottle to my collection, 
but something still bothered me: why was the bottle embossed 
Virginia and not West Virginia?  I needed to know the history 
behind this bottle. Once again, I found myself going down the 
research rabbit hole, and though I didn’t find much about my 
bottle specifically, I did find a lot of information about the com-

pany that made it. So even though some of the history included 
below doesn’t pertain to my bottle, I included it in the off chance 
someone else will find it useful. 

THE HISTORY 

Laughlins & Bushfield

Laughlins & Bushfield was founded as a wholesale druggist by 
Samuel B. Bushfield and brothers Samuel and Alexander Laughlin 
in 1854 after purchasing the merchandise stock of the earlier firm 
of Bushfield & Robinson located at 25 Monroe Street. After mov-

ing into Monroe Street storefront, Laughlins & Bushfield initially 
offered general drugs, chemicals, paints, dyes, spices and other 
sundries. However, as they found their footing in the market, they 
also started developing their own line of proprietary products. 

Their Tasteless Worm Powder was one of their earliest propri-
etary products and is the hero of our story. This patent medicine 

was first advertised in “The Wheeling Daily Intelligencer” news-

paper in April 1859. The advertisement boasts that over 6,000 
bottles of the medicine were sold the previous year. While I am 
sure that is intended to sound like an impressive number, com-

pare that to McLane’s American Worm Specific, another popular 
vermifuge of the day. An 1838 advertisement for McLane’s medi-
cine proclaimed 1,750 bottles had sold over a 15-day time span. I 
think this illustrates why these Tasteless Worm Powder bottles are 
so rare. 

Though the worm powder was quite regularly advertised in the 
Wheeling newspaper in 1859, I could find only one other newspa-

per advertisement for the medicine after that year. The ad, which 

One of Laughlins & Bushfield first newspaper advertisements, 1 October 
1855; from, The Wheeling Daily Intelligencer.



46 Bottles and extrasMay - June 2021

was from 1861, stated Laughlins & Bushfield’s 
manufacturing of “ink, Tasteless Worm Powder & 
c., have commended them highly to the drug pub-

lic”. It would seem the worm powder was at least 
being represented as a popular medicine, but if it 
was so popular why wouldn’t Laughlins & Bush-

field regularly advertise it as they did their other 
products? The last mention of the worm powder was 
from “The Daily Fair Journal” published in July 
1864, where it was listed as one of many products 
being sold by Laughlins & Bushfield (Or was it? 
Keep reading to find out).

One of Laughlins & Bushfield’s more infamous 
products was their Chemical Writing Fluid, which 

was first advertised in March 1860. This proprietary ink would go on to 
become one of the company’s most popular products, being sold by a number 
of business not only throughout Wheeling, but in Pennsylvania, and Maryland 
as well. A number of other proprietary products were offered by Laughlins & 
Bushfield over the years as well. These include Laughlin's Diarrhea Cordial, 
Laughlin's Expectorant Syrup, Laughlin's Speedy Pain Cure, Oil of Grapevine, 
Cocoa Cream, and Boush's Worm Candy. Perhaps the most interesting product 
that Laughlins & Bushfield produced, at least to us modern-day bottle col-
lectors, was their Laughlin’s Old Home Bitters. First advertised in July 1863, 
these bitters were put up in stylish semi-cabin bottles which are quite desirable 
today.

Out of all of the Laughlins & Bushfield bottles known to exist today, only their 
Tasteless Worm Powder and Laughlin’s Old Home Bitters bottles are known to 
be embossed with their specific contents. It seems all of the company’s other 
products were put up in generically embossed bottles and identified with paper 
labels. These generic bottles come in a variety of shapes and sizes, from cylin-

der bottles, to paneled druggist bottles with the majority embossed Laughlins 
& Bushfield Druggists Wheeling. V.A. (or something similar).

By May of 1860, Laughlins & Bushfield’s success had caused them to outgrow 
their Monroe Street building and a new larger building was selected at 72 Main 
Street. On 1 January 1865, the company admitted Samuel and Alexander’s neph-

ew, John L. Smith as a partner. Though the name of the company did not change 
with this new partner, John would play an important role in this story later on. 

Again in 1865, the Wheeling newspaper announced that Laughlins & Bush-

field were planning to relocate to a new location. This time to a newly planned 
building located at 82 Main Street so that they could “enter more largely into 
the manufacture of their celebrated proprietary articles”. This building was to 
be three stories high, and divided into two separate warehouses, each 130 ft in 
depth, and 31 ft in width “with an iron front and all modern improvements”. It 
was anticipated that construction would be completed by June 1866, however, 
Laughlins & Bushfield never relocated to this new building. The company dis-

solved by mutual consent on 1 September 1866. 

The new building would see use by one half of Laughlins & Bushfield though. 
Upon the dissolution, John L. Smith, and Samuel and Alexander Laughlin 
moved to the newly completed building at 82 Main Street. Together the men 

Samuel, Alexander, and William Laughlin (left to right), circa 1855; from the Glessner 
House archives.

Laughlins & Bushfield Tasteless Worm Powder advertise-
ment, 26 July 1859; from, The Wheeling Daily Intelligencer.

Laughlins & Bushfield Chemical Writing Fluid advertisement, 
27 April 1860; from, The Wheeling Daily Intelligencer.
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“Laughlins & / Bushfield / Druggists / Wheeling. VA” bottle with 
original label (9¼ in. tall, 3¼ in. diameter, iron pontil), from the 
collection of James Viguerie.

“Laughlins and Bushfield // Whole Sale Druggist // Wheeling, VA” bottle (5¾ in. tall, 1 ½ in. wide, 1 
in deep, open pontil), from the collection of Jeff Mihalik.

Laughlins and Bushfield Wheeling VA ink bottle, from the collection of 
Jeff Mihalik.

“Laughlins / and Bushfield / 
Wheeling West VA” bottle; 
from the collection of Rodney 
Funkhouser.
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started their own company taking with them the rights to the majority 
of Laughlins & Bushfield’s proprietary medicines. Bushfield on the 
other hand, stayed in their old store location at 72 Main Street and 
formed a new wholesale drug company while keeping the rights to 
Laughlins & Bushfield’s Chemical Writing Fluid, and Boush’s Worm 
Candy. 

Bushfield

After the dissolution of Laughlins & Bushfield, Bushfield stayed at 
the 72 Main Street building, and by 18 September 1866, had formed 
Bushfield, Wallace & Co. This was not a long-lasting partnership 
however, as the company dissolved on 1 November 1867. That 
same day, it was announced that Bushfield had joined the existing 
firm of McCabe, Kraft & Co. located at 50 Main Street. With this 
new partnership, the firm changed its name to McCabe, Bushfield & 
Kraft. Again, this partnership did not last, and on 2 November 1868 
Bushfield announced that he had sold his interest in the firm. After 
Bushfield’s departure the company reverted its name back to Mc-

Cabe, Kraft & Co.

At this point, Bushfield becomes a harder man to track down. In 
1871, there are a few mentions of a drug company by the name of 
Bushfield & Yarling, but I couldn’t find any other information on this 
firm. The next solid evidence I could find was from the Wheeling 
business directory of 1871-72 which lists a company by the name of 
Bushfield & Co. being located at 50 Water Street. This company was 
owned by Samuel B. Bushfield and Charles Day and was noted for 
selling chemical writing fluids and druggist sundries. 

The last mention of Bushfield I found was from a “trustee’s sale” 
newspaper advertisement published on 23 September 1872. The 
advertisement stated that there would be a public sale at the store 
room of S.B. Bushfield on Water Street in which “all of his stock in 
trade in a certain ink manufactory now owned by him including all 
fixtures, drugs, writing and chemical fluids, oils, acids and vessels 
for holding the same and all of the appurtenances belonging to this 

Bushfield, Wallace & Co. advertisement, 29 September 1866; 
from, The Wheeling Daily Intelligencer.

McCabe, Bushfield & Kraft advertisement, 2 November 1867; 
from, The Wheeling Daily Register.

“Laughlin’s / and / Bushfield / Wheeling / VA” bottle (on the left) beside a 
“Bushfield’s / Chemical / Writing / Fluid / Wheeling / W. VA” bottle (on the 
right); from the collection of Rodney Funkhouser.
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“Bushfields / Chemical / Writing 
Fluid / Wheeling, W. VA” bottle; 
from the collection of Rodney 
Funkhouser.

“Laughlins Smith & Co. // Drug-
gists // Wheeling WV” bottle 
with original label; from the col-
lection of Corey Markley.

 “Laughlin / Smith & Co. // Worm Powder // Wheeling V.A” (31/8 in. tall, 1¼ in wide, hinge mold), from the authors collection.

said business” would be sold. 

Though Bushfield changed companies multiple times 
over the years, he always managed to retain the rights 
to his Chemical Writing Fluid. In the years immediately 
following the dissolution of Laughlins & Bushfield, 
Bushfield continued to market his ink as Laughlin & 
Bushfield’s Chemical Writing Fluid. Eventually though, 
Bushfield did drop Laughlin’s name from his product’s 
advertisements. There are cylinder bottles embossed 
Bushfield’s Chemical Writing Fluid. To my knowledge, 
there are no bottles known to be embossed with the compa-

ny names of Bushfield, Wallace & Co., McCabe, Bushfield 
& Kraft, Bushfield & Yarling, or Bushfield & Co. 

Laughlin Brothers

Upon the dissolution of Laughlins & Bushfield, John 
L. Smith, and Samuel and Alexander Laughlin formed 
a new company at 82 Main Street under the name of 
Laughlin, Smith & Co. Another partner, Charles H. 
Odbert (who owned his own drug business before sell-
ing it in 1867) was added to the company in January 
of 1868. Laughlin, Smith & Co. extensively advertised 
their Laughlin’s Infant Cordial and, to a lesser degree, 
their Laughlin’s Old Home Bitters, Oil of Grapevine, 
and Laughlin’s Expectorant Syrup. Interestingly, I could 
not find a single mention of them selling Tasteless Worm 
Powder. Obviously, they continued to sell it or my bottle 
wouldn’t exist, but it must not have been popular enough 
to spend advertising money on. Again, it seems the only 
bottles used by Laughlin, Smith & Co. that were specifi-

cally embossed with the products names were their Old 
Home Bitters and the Tasteless Worm Powder. The rest 
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 Laughlin, Smith & Co. advertisement, 29 October 
1866; from, The Wheeling Daily Intelligencer.

of their products were packaged in generically 
embossed bottles. 

On 2 January 1871, it was announced that 
John Smith was retiring and that the remain-

ing partners (Charles Odbert, and Samuel and 
Alexander Laughlin) would carry on the whole-

sale drug business in the same location under 
the new name of Laughlin Bros. & Co. This 

Laughlin Bros. & Co. advertisement, 24 April 1885; 
from, The Wheeling Daily Intelligencer.

Laughlin Brothers & Co. advertising cover (dating from between 1871 to 1886) which includes 
a lists of the company’s proprietary products. The second medicine on the list is their Tasteless 
Worm Powder.  

 Laughlin Bros & Co. advertising booklet cover.

company continued to sell their existing proprietary medicines, while also introduc-

ing new ones such as their Laughlin’s Worm Syrup, and Odbert’s Cholera Antidote. 
They continued to expand their product line by investing $25,000 to purchase the 
sole rights to manufacture and sell Dr. A.S. Todd’s Liver Pills (an already popular 
medicine at the time). These pills would go on to become one of the company’s 
flagship medicines. Laughlin Bros. & Co. almost exclusively used generically em-

bossed bottles for their products. The exception to this again being their Old Home 
Bitters, of which only one example is known to exist today. 

At this point I think it’s time to circle back around to the auspicious “Or was it?” 
(referring to the 1864 date as being the last time I found Tasteless Worm Powder 
advertised). The day I was planning to submit this article for publication I came 
across a Laughlin Brothers & Co. advertising cover which dates (because of the 
company’s name) from between 1871 to 1886. On the cover there is a list of 
Laughlin Bros. & Co. proprietary products and wouldn’t you know it, the second 
medicine listed was their Tasteless Worm Powder! This shows that the company 
was at least selling this medicine up until 1871. As far as I know, there are no worm 
powder bottles with Laughlin Brothers & Co embossed on them, but maybe there is 
one out there still waiting to be found? 
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The last newspaper mention (albeit not a very favorable one) of Laugh-
lin’s Old Home Bitters, 6 Augusts 1877; from, The Wheeling Daily 

Register.

 “Laughlins Smith & Co. // Druggists // Wheeling. W.V” bottle (on the 
left) and “Laughlin Bro’s & Co. // Druggists // Wheeling. W.V” bottle 
(on the right; both 5½ in. tall, 1¾ in wide, 11/8 in. deep, hinge mold). The 
Laughlin Bro’s & Co. bottle was made from the reworked Laughlin Smith & 
Co. mold; from the authors collection.

Laughlin / Bro.’s & Co. // Old Home / Bitters // Wheeling 
W. VA.” bottle. Notice the apostrophe and the peened area 
where the “S” would have been after Laughlin, as well as the 
obviously reworked Bro.’s & Co. panel; from Glass Works Auc-
tions Catalogue #137, Lot 119.
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Now back to the history. Between 1874 to 1879 Laughlin Bros. 
& Co.’s address changed twice. As stated above, the company 
was originally advertised as being located at 82 Main Street. 
However, starting in late-1874, newspapers were also simultane-

ously advertising their address as 1281 Main Street. By the latter 
half of 1875, the 82 Main Street address had been 
entirely replaced by 1281 Main Street. Again, the 
address changed in 1879 to 1208 Main Street. It 
is possible that at least one of these changes in 
address (if not both) were not the result of the 
company relocating, but rather the biproduct of a 
city-wide street renaming and renumbering initia-

tive which was carried out by the city of Wheel-
ing in the mid 1870’s. 

In 1879, Laughlin Bros. & Co. was proclaimed 
to be the largest drug house in West Virginia. At 
the time, the company was said to employ 18 
people, and “do a business of some $275,000 per 
year”. To put that in prospective, that is about 
$7,000,000 in today’s money. Though new part-
ners would join (and leave) Laughlin Bros. & Co. 
over the next few years, business continued on 
successfully and without much change. Eventual-
ly though, a change did occur on 20 August 1883 
when Samuel and Alexander Laughlin decided 
to step down from the company. The men sold 
their shares to the three remaining partners: C.H. 
Odbert, John L., and Frederick L. Laughlin, who 
continued to run the business as usual.  Others 
were added to the company, and in January 1886 
Laughlin Bros. & Co. was incorporated as Laugh-

lin Brothers Drug Company by C.H. Odbert, and 
Samuel, John L., Frederick L., and George A. 
Laughlin.

In a sad turn of events, both Samuel and Freder-
ick Laughlin died later that year. Another blow to the company 
came in early 1887 when C.H. Odbert decided to retire. An at-
tempt was made to continue the company in spite of these losses, 
but to no avail. It was decided in early 1888 to close the company 
for good. The rights to the Laughlin’s proprietary medicines were 
sold to the company of John G. McLain & Son at 1205 Market 
Street and the rest, as they say, is history.

THE MYSTERY SOLVED 

I now knew the history behind Laughlin, Smith & Co., but I 
was no closer to solving the Virginia embossing mystery on my 
worm powder bottle. I was actually more confused than when I 
started. My research had confirmed that Laughlin, Smith & Co. 
didn’t form until three years after West Virginia became a state. 
I brought this up to my friend and fellow collector Jeff Mihalik 
when he came over to visit one day. As he was looking the bottle 
over, I told him about the results of my research. During the 
conversation, I also pointed out the odd fact that after Laughlins 
& Bushfield dissolved, and the new company of Laughlin, Smith 
& Co. was formed, the “S” was dropped from Laughlin. Jeff took 
a closer look at the bottle, then turned to me and said “there is an 
S on the end of Laughlin on here”. He handed me the bottle and 
sure enough, when held in the right light, there did appear to be a 
faint peened-out S on the end of Laughlin. We both had a bit of an 
“aha!” moment. Looking even closer, I could faintly make out the 
ghosted letters of Bushfield underneath the Smith & Co. emboss-

ing. Such an obvious answer to the mystery but it had not occurred 
to me! 

The puzzle pieces of history now fit into 
place. As was customary at the time, it seems 
Laughlin, Smith & Co. didn’t want to invest in 
new bottle molds when the company’s name 
changed in 1866. Instead, they simply had the 
bottle manufacturer “peen-out” Bushfield from 
the mold, and cut in the new name of Smith & 
Co. The new company must not have wanted 
to spend the additional money to update the 

state abbreviation, or the thought to update it 
never occurred to them. 

Looking at other Laughlin bottles backs this 
reworked mold theory, as there are a num-

ber of their bottles that come from reworked 
molds. The best example of this can be seen 
in their Laughlin’s Old Home Bitters bottles. 
This bottle’s mold was originally made for 
Laughlins & Bushfield, was reworked when 
the company’s name changed to Laughlin, 
Smith & Co., and was again reworked when 
the name changed to Laughlin Bros. & Co. So 
even though there are three separate variants of 
this bottle, they all came from the same mold!  
I’m sure the Laughlins never expected anyone 
to think twice about these reworked molds. So, 
it’s funny to think that their reworked Laugh-

lin, Smith & Co. Worm Powder bottle was the 
exact reason I spent countless hours research-

ing their company’s history. 

I want to thank all of the individuals who contributed informa-

tion and photos for this article. I also want to thank my wife for 
her photography skills (I didn’t forget to credit you this time!).  If 
anyone has questions, or would like to talk about early Wheeling 
druggists or vermifuge bottles, feel free to send me an email at 
zackbaer5014@gmail.com

Laughlin Bros. Drug Co. advertisement, 20 May 1887; from, 
Shepherdstown Register.

“Laughlins / & / Bushfield 
// Worm / Powder // 
Wheeling V.A” bottle; from 
the collection of Rodney 
Funkhouser.


