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Credit The Crown Cap and Opener 
To A “Remarkable Genius” - William Painter By Don Thornton 

William Painter of Baltimore was granted three patents on the same day in 1892 for a “bottle sealing device,” giv-
ing birth to the “crown cap” that for decades has sealed soda, beer and other beverage bottles.  
 
Painter applied for the patents on November 5, 1889, June 16, 1890 and May 19, 1891. How all three applications 
were approved and granted on the same date – February 2, 1892 – with three different patent numbers remains a 
mystery. 

 
Painter’s bottle cap would revolutionize the bottling industry, but there was an immedi-
ate problem. There was no easy way to remove the caps. The story gets a bit complicat-
ed as it unfolds but leads to what is believed to be the patenting of the first hand-held 
bottle opener. 
 
As for the caps that led to the opener, Patent No. 468,259 had a loop at the top of the cap 
and the patent application said the hooked device featured in the patent drawing could 
be used ”as a hand lever for wrenching the sealing-caps from bottles.” 

 
Patent No. 468,258 had a flat top that 
could be opened, as illustrated in the pa-
tent drawing, with a “hook-shaped lever …  
fulcrumed on the top of the cap” to force 
it off.  
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Painter, in that same patent application, re-
vealed he would soon offer his own device 
specifically designed to open bottles, saying: 
“Bottle-openers devised by me … and 
adapted to the removal of sealing caps by en-
gaging with their projecting edges will be 
made the subject of one or more separate 
applications for Letters Patent.” 
 
In Patent No. 468,226, Painter took the oppor-
tunity to pat himself on the back. “So far as 
my knowledge extends, I am the first to seal 
bottles by means of sealing-disks each com-

pressed into close solid contact with the lip of the bottle and 
maintained in that condition by means of a flanged metallic 
sealing cap, the flange of which is bent or crimped into lock-
ing contact.”  This patent, he said, refined the design of the 
cap to allow a bottle opener, including “a knife, a screw-
driver, a nail, (or) an ice-pick to be readily applied.” 
 
Painter also is credited with inventing the machinery needed 
to manufacture the caps and was behind the incorporation of 
the Crown Cork and Seal Company in Baltimore in 1892. A 
year later, on June 5, 1893, he moved to fulfill his promise of a 
device specifically designed to removed bottle caps. On that 
date he applied for a patent for his “capped-bottle opener” 
and Patent No. 514,200 was granted February 5, 1894. The 
small device features “a cap engaging lip …  for removing the 
cap from the bottle.” 
 

Painter’s crown cap was the universal cap 
employed for carbonated beverages in 
glass bottles for generations, but there 
were a few changes. Over the years the 
cork disc was replaced with a plastic mate-
rial and the cap’s teeth, or flanges, were re-
duced from 24 to 21. Crown caps reigned 
supreme until the 1960s when soulless 
screw and pop tops virtually took over with 
only a few exceptions. 
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The 3 1/2-inch cast-iron opener is marked on the 
handle PAT. 90, creating a bit of patent confusion. 
 
But an examination of Patent No. 514,200 explains 
the 1890 designation. In his patent papers, Painter 
said, “The bottle opener here shown embodies not 
only my present invention but also certain features 
disclosed in Letter Patent No. 438,710, October 21, 
1890, which not only enabled this opener to be used 
for removing certain inside loop seals as heretofore 

patented to me, but also 
enable the opener to be 
used as a temporary stop-
per…” 
 
Very similar to the PAT. 90, 
is another metal opener 
likely manufactured by 
Crown, but with the small 
hook at the top of the 
opener and not at the end 
of the handle. It is 4-inches 
long, ending with a small screwdriver. 
 
Painter died July 15, 1906 at the age of 68, well before he had a chance to see Crown 
Cork and Seal grow into a massive, international enterprise with slick trade advertising 
and even postcards. 
 
He was born in Triadelphia, Montgomery County, Maryland in 1838. His obituary in the 
Baltimore Sun said he was descended from old “Quaker stock, and was himself a 
birthright member of the Society of Friends.” (Disregard Internet reports he was born in 
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Ireland and immigrated to the U.S.) 
  
The Sun said Painter “was one of the most prolific inventors Maryland has ever produced and certainly one of the 
most successful” with nearly 100 patents to his name.  He served as secretary and general manager of Balti-
more’s Bottle Seal Company from 1882 to 1902 when it was succeeded by the Crown Cork and Seal Company, of 
which he was an officer.   
 
The newspaper paid this tribute to Painter: “To those personally and professionally acquainted with Mr. Painter 
he appeared a remarkable genius for everything of a mechanical and scientific nature … He possessed that 
somewhat rare combination of the inventive faculty with an excellent talent for business methods.” Painter’s obi-
tuary in The Brewers Journal magazine gave this insight into the inventor: “Personally Mr. Painter was an interest-
ing and agreeable man, and was always most considerate in his relations with his fellow men.”  
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The end of an original wooden box of Crown Cork & Seal “Oriole” wire bottle openers with 
each one advertising “New Orleans Brew. Co. Drink 4x Old Stock”.  For more information on 
William Painter, see https://just-for-openers.org/William-Painter-By-Mark-Woodard.pdf 

https://just-for-openers.org/William-Painter-By-Mark-Woodard.pdf

