
Often just considered a hollow cylin-
drical container, a barrel is much, much 
more than that. In addition to serving 
as a traditional cask, it’s also technical-
ly a unit of measure. Before diving into 
that vat of data, let’s consider the bar-
rel’s origin story.

The first known vi-
sual of a barrel ap-
pears on an Egyptian 
wall painting in the 
tomb of Hesy-Ra, 
circa 2600 BC. The 
drawing features a 
wooden tub made 
of staves, bound to-
gether with wooden 
hoops, being used 
to measure wheat. It 
does make you won-
der if Hesy-Ra was 
the actual cooper, 
aka ‘barrel maker,’ or 
if he was more of the 
wheat guy.

Another Egyptian 
tomb painting dat-
ing to 1900 BC (man, 
those guys knew how to decorate a 
tomb) depicts a cooper and tubs used 
in the grape harvest. In Europe, buck-
ets and casks dating to 200 BC have 
been found preserved in mud. Which 
only foreshadows the current use of 
barrels for shipping earthen samples 
here to the Geotechnics lab.

Pliny the Elder, noted Roman historian, 
reported that European cooperage 
started in Alpine villages where they 
stored beverages in wooden casks 
bound with metal hoops. He identified 

three different types of coopers: ordi-
nary coopers, wine coopers and coo-
pers who made large casks. No word 
on Gary Cooper, Bradley Cooper or Al-
ice Cooper, though Pliny may have also 
asserted, “No More, Mr. Nice Guy.” Un-

fortunately, there’s 
no data on that.

 Lest you think bar-
rels segued directly 
from the Iron Age 
to the lesser-known 
Wine-Making Age, 
consider that bar-
rels also played 
a role in military 
maneuvers. Julius 
Caesar used cata-
pults to hurl burn-
ing barrels of tar 
into towns under 
siege. Barrels were 
also used by the 
Romans to make 
pontoon bridges 
to cross rivers. And 
you’ve likely seen 
barrels of gunpow-

der in every episode of the “Road Run-
ner” cartoon ever made.

Today, barrels still play a significant role 
in beverage-making endeavors. Ag-
ing barrels are used in the production 
of wine, whiskey, brandy, rum, beer, 
balsamic vinegar and even Tobasco 
sauce. We here in the lab wish that 
barrels were also used in the transport 
of Girl Scout Cookies (barrel of Thin 
Mints, anyone?), but it does seem to be 
a rather unwieldy unit of measure.

Something really unusual happened in the lab this summer. No, not the coronavirus 
pandemic, but yes that has impacted our work, our clients’ projects and well, just 
about everything in the world. No, this summer, in the midst of all the chaos, we found 
a way to have a barrel of fun. “Say what?,” you ask. Yes, problem-solvers that we are, 
we worked tirelessly to upgrade our fleet of sample shipping barrels. (More on that 
later.) In the meantime, we’ve been wondering, how much useless information can 
you fit in a barrel? Let’s see …
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the new
normal

Until further notice, the 
days of the week are now 
called, this day, that day, 
the other day, someday, 

yesterday, today and   
next day.

Having something to 
look forward to helps me 
get through the day, like 
putting a drink in each 
room of my house and 
calling it a pub crawl.

At the store there was 
a big X by the register 
for me to stand on. I’ve 

seen way too many Road 
Runner cartoons to fall  

for that one. 

The confusion continued 
when the cashier said, 

“Strip down, facing me,” 
apparently she was 

referring to my credit 
card. My bad.

Been exercising a lot, 
doing crunches now 

twice a day. Captain in 
the morning, Nestle in             

the afternoon. 

During the middle ages, 
celebrations were held at 
the end of the plague with 

wine and orgies. Does 
anyone know if they have 
anything planned when 

this pandemic ends?

“The problem with using 
quotes off the internet is 

you never know if they are 
genuine.” —Abraham Lincoln

Roll out the barrel



Speaking of units of measure, the barrel has historically 
also been used to set weight or capacity of a given 
commodity.

A barrel of beer in the UK = 43 US gallons, 36 impe-
rial gallons, or 160 litres

A barrel of wine = 31 US gallons, 26 imperial gallons, 
or 119 litres

A barrel of oil = 42 US gallons, 35 imperial gallons,         
or 160 litres

Lastly, let’s not forget the most im-
portant—or at least most color-
ful—unit of measure: A barrel of 
monkeys = 12 plastic monkeys as 
produced by the Milton Bradley 
Company.

Finally, no conversation about 
barrels would be complete 

without a discussion of the 
root beer barrel. This hard 
candy confection was in-

spired by the fermentation 
vessel for the early beverage 

popularized by pharmacist Charles Elmer Hires, who 
developed a root tea made from sassafras in 1875 and 
commercialized it at the Philadelphia Centennial Expo-
sition in 1876. If you wonder how much pressure it takes 
to break a root beer barrel hard candy, well, you’re in 
luck. Email randy@geotechnics.net and we’ll send you 
the data from that lab test.

Pittsburgh – 544 Braddock Avenue • East Pittsburgh, PA 15112 • Phone (412) 823-7600 • nmelaro@geotechnics.net or jpkline@geotechnics.net

Raleigh – 2200 Westinghouse Boulevard • Raleigh, NC 27604 • Phone (919) 876-0405 • msmith@geotechnics.net

Nashville – 13 Industrial Park Drive, Suite 500 • Hendersonville, TN 37075 • Phone (615) 590-7695 • dsmith@geotechnics.net

Our three facilities serve
projects across the country.

If you are reading this message, we were somehow able to connect with you again. If you are missing 
this tasty episode of The GeoSampler, we apologize. Maybe you have a new address, new email, or have 
found a particularly devious hiding place. But hey, if you want to update your contact information 
(email, snailmail, fax, etc.), please send the particulars to info@geotechnics.net. Thanks.

Hello 
out
there.

barreling ahead at Geotechnics
The Geotechnics team recently added more than 30 
custom barrels and inserts to ship Shelby tubes from a 
client site in Puerto Rico back to our lab in Pittsburgh. 
We’re happy to make life considerably easier for our 
clients and ensure the samples arrive in the proper 
condition to generate the most accurate data.


