
Question
 
What is the origin of the rubber policeman and why is 
it called a policeman?

Jenni Oyler
Dutchess Community College
Poughkeepsie, NY 12601

Answer

In classical wet gravimetric analysis it is essential, af-
ter precipitating the chemical element of interest as a 
stable, insoluble compound, to successfully transfer all 
of the precipitate to the filtration funnel for separation 
from the supernatant liquid. Usually this is done using 
a stream of distilled water from a wash bottle. How-
ever, particularly dense precipitates may become com-
pacted at the bottom of the precipitation beaker and 
require mechanical loosening or, in the case of light 
precipitates, may become dispersed on the walls of the 
beaker. In using a glass rod to pry loose a compact 
precipitate, one runs the risk of accidently poking a 
hole in the bottom of the beaker, whereas use of a glass 
rod to collect dispersed precipitate is ineffective and 
may result in scratching of the beaker wall. These 
problems that were particularly acute prior to the intro-
duction of Pyrex glassware in the early 20th century, 
before which chemists had to make use of paper-thin 
glassware made from relatively soft potash or lime 
glass (1).

 To overcome these defects, analytical chemists 
introduced a variety of devices. Thus the 19th-century 
German chemist, Carl Remigius Fresenius (figure 1), 
in his classic manual of quantitative analysis, recom-
mended the removal of any dispersed precipitate from 
the beaker walls using (2):

..  a feather prepared for the purpose by tearing off 
nearly the whole of the plumules, leaving only a small 
piece at the end which should be cut perfectly straight.


 An early description of our current method of 
choice - the rubber policeman - may be found in the 
1910 edition of J. C. Olsen’s textbook of quantitative 
analysis (3):

... particles adhering to the glass must be removed by 
means of a so-called policeman, which is made by in-
serting the end of a rather thick large-sized glass 
stirring-rod into a short piece of rubber tubing. The 
rubber tube should be left protruding slightly beyond 
the end of the glass tube and sealed together with a 
little bicycle [i.e. rubber] cement.

Olsen, however, does not appear to have been the in-
ventor of this device as the chemical catalogs in the 
Oesper Collections indicate that prefabricated rubber 
policemen were being offered for sale by the Henry 
Heil Company of St. Louis as early as 1904 (4).

 Unfortunately, neither Olsen nor the catalog for 
the Heil Company provided an explanation for why 
this device was called a policeman, though at least two 
speculative possibilities suggest themselves: 
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Figure 1. Carl Remigius Fresenius (1818-1897).



a.  It policed or protected the beaker from breaking or 
scratching.

b.  It policed the beaker walls by gathering up any stray 
or escaped particles of precipitate.

An entry in the 1937 edition of Hackh’s Chemical Dic-
tionary under “platinum policeman,”  defined as “a 
platinum-iridium claw that fits over a glass rod and is 
used to hold a quantitative filter during ignition,” sug-
gests that the second of these speculations is probably 
the correct one. Just as the purpose of the rubber po-
licman was to prevent the escape of stray precipitate, 
so the purpose of this claw device was to prevent the 
escape of stray filter paper from the crucible during the 
ignition process due to thermal updrafts from the 
burner. 
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Do you have a question about the historical origins of 
a symbol, name, concept or experimental procedure 
used in your teaching? Address them to Dr. William B. 
Jensen, Oesper Collections in the History of Chemis-
try,  Department of Chemistry, University of Cincinnati, 
Cincinnati, OH 45221-0172 or e-mail them to 
jensenwb@ucmail.uc.edu 

2009 Update

Rather surprisingly this column stimulated more reader 
response than any before or since. Several correspon-
dents educated in Great Britain and Australia insisted 
that their Science Masters had told them that the rubber 
policeman received its name because it resembled the 
helmets used by British “Bobbies.” Of course it looks 

nothing at all like a policeman’s helmet. If anything it 
resembles the claymation cartoon character “Gumby.” 
One correspondent pointed out that during his time in 
the military they would often be ordered to “police an 
area for trash” - a usage identical to that suggested in 
the original column. Finally, Keith Sheppard brought 
an even earlier reference to the rubber policeman to 
our attention:

A. A. Blair, The Chemical Analysis of Iron, Lippincott: 
Philadelphia, PA, 1888, p. 3.

which has the following to say on the subject:

A feather trimmed in the way shown in Fig. 27 may be 
used to remove particles of adhering precipitates from 
beakers, evaporating-dishes, etc. A piece of soft rubber 
tubing on the end of a piece of glass rod or sealed 
glass tube is much more effective and convenient in 
most cases. It is made by taking a short length of 
rubber tubing, placing a little pure caoutchouc dis-
solved in chloroform in one end, squeezing the sides 
together between two pieces of board (Fig. 29), and 
allowing it to remain for twenty-four hours. It may then 
be trimmed down and placed on the end of a piece of 
glass rod or a piece of glass tubing having the ends 
fused together (Fig. 28). This little instrument has ac-
quired the name of “policeman.”
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