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The corkscrew, like so many other inventions, was 
borne out of  necessity. For as long as we have 
sold wine in glass bottles sealed with cork stop-

pers, consumers have struggled to easily remove those 
corks. As soon as the earliest glass bottles arrived in late 
seventeenth-century England, inventors began dream-
ing up instruments to ease the removal of  corks.

The earliest reference to a corkscrew was noted in the 
1680s. These crude instruments —“steel worms”—were 
variations on musket barrel cleaning tools (gun worms) 
manufactured by gunsmiths. Over the next 300 years 
inventors would file hundreds of  patents, relentlessly 
improving upon these first adapted corkscrews. Here’s a 
brief  history of  the most important advances.

A BRIEF HISTORY of
THE WINE CORKSCREW

Josh Malin
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THE FIRST PATENTED CORKSCREW
Reverend Samuel Henshall received the 

world’s first patent for a corkscrew in 1795. 
Henshall, a religious official in Oxford, En-
gland, collaborated with Mathew Boulton, a 
prominent manufacturer in Birmingham, to 
bring his corkscrew to the market. Henshall’s 
key improvement on the wooden-handled 
steel worm was the insertion of  a concave disk 
between the handle and the worm. The disk 
served two purposes: it prevents its user from 
screwing too deep into the cork and it forc-
es the cork itself  to turn once that limit is 
reached, breaking any seal between the cork 
and the glass neck.

Henshall’s corkscrew was so effective that 
it was used widely for over 100 years. Cork 
enthusiasts–helixophiles—claim that while 
Henshall may have patented the design, he 
likely was not its inventor, as similar models 
were made by others decades earlier.

INVENTING THE SINGLE 
DIRECTION TWIST

The next key innovation in corkscrew design 
can be traced to another Englishman, Edward 
Thompson. Thompson, in an 1802 patent, 
documented a way to allow a user to turn the 
corkscrew in a single direction by employing 
nested screws, which turn in opposite direc-
tions. When one screw reached its limit, a sec-
ond screw engaged, allowing the cork to begin 
its move upward. This design element made 
its way into many other corkscrew designs, in-
cluding the famous “Zig-Zag” corkscrew.

“Henshall’s corkscrew 
was so effective that it 
was used widely for over 

100 years.”

THE WAITER’S FRIEND
In 1882, German inventor Carl F.A. 

Wienke, filed a patent on the “Waiter’s 
Friend,” also known as a “Butler’s Friend” 
and a “Wine Key.” This slim, foldable 
corkscrew (in a shape similar to a pocket 
knife—earning it yet another name, the 
“Sommelier’s Knife”) employs a screw and 
a single lever. The Waiter’s Friend’s handle 
uses the side of  the wine bottle for leverage, 
easing the upward pull of  the cork. While 
this design has seen many improvements—
the double hinged levers of  the “Pull-Tap” 
prominent among them—its basic form has 
proved its worth, as the myriad variations 
remain extremely popular both with restau-
rant and bar professionals and home wine 
drinkers alike.
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THE WING
The double-lever, rack-and-pinion “Wing” corkscrew has its 

origins in H.S. Heely’s 1888 British patent on a corkscrew he 
called the A1 Heeley Double Lever. A version of  this corkscrew 
reached the United States in 1930. Patented to Italian designer 
Dominick Rosati, the design remains quite popular. As you twist 
the screw into the cork, a pair of  levers rise on each side of  the 
bottle’s neck. When you push the levers down the cork rises. 
When crafted out of  heavier, thicker metal it can be easy to use 
and quite effective. Cheap, flimsier versions can be frustrating to 
use, as the leverage the corkscrew should provide just isn’t there.

MODERN INNOVATIONS
1979 saw the introduction of  the “Screwpull” corkscrew, 

designed and patented by Herbert Allen, an oil and aerospace 
industry engineer who fell in love with wine while traveling 
through Europe in the 1950s. Allen used polycarbonate plastic 
and advanced metals to produce a corkscrew so elegant it 
found its way into The Museum of  Modern Art’s permanent 
collection. The slim device wraps around the top of  the bottle. 
To use it you simply turn the plastic screw. 

Herbert Allen earned another patent for a single side lever 
corkscrew, which employed a down–up–down series of  strokes 
to dive into the cork, pull it out, and then slip off the screw. The 
“Rabbit” made this type of  corkscrew famous among American 
consumers, as an extremely easy-to-use, if  pricey way to reliably 
remove corks.

What does the future hold? Perhaps one day the idea of  re-
moving corks will seem alien to us, at least for expensive bottles 
we’d like to drink in more than one sitting. The Coravin uses a 
syringe and inert gas to allow wine to be removed from a bottle 
without ever extracting the cork, or allowing oxygen to enter.



No matter how much you love boxed wine, wine bottles and corks are 
not going out of  style any time soon. Explore the major styles of  wine 

openers to find the one that’s right for you; from the portable waiter’s friend 
to the old-hands friendly electric wine opener.

DIFFERENT 
KINDS of WINE OPENERS

Madeline Puckette

What’s the Best Wine 
Opener for You?
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The Waiter’s Friend

Extremely portable but requires moderate skill.

I admit that this is the best wine opener out there for anyone who is a 
serious wino. A waiter’s friend has many variations, including the dou-
ble-hinged model (pictured) which alleviates the brut-force required to re-
move a cork. Waiter’s friend corkscrews range from the modest ‘Pull-Taps’ 
to the Lamborghini-like ‘Laguiole.’
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The Winged ‘Butterfly’ Corkscrew

Cheap & unreliable.

This is the most commonly available corkscrew. There are many variations 
that are easier to use, but the one pictured to the left just sucks. The worm 
(the actual ‘screw’ part) shreads apart even the most well-made corks.

 As much as we bash it, the ‘Butterfly’ style has potential, but you 
need to be picky. Check out this example of  a ‘Butterfly’ corkscrew as 
a great example.
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The ‘Bunny Ears’ Lever Corkscrew

Easy to use but expensive.

This is the best corkscrew for true beginners. It’s easy to use and has the 
satisfaction of  the ‘pop’ of  a cork included.

   The only real drawback to this opener is that lever corkscrews take up a 
lot of  drawer space. And if  you live in New York City, you understand that 
drawer space comes at a premium.
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The Table Top Wine Opener

Easy to use but expensive & takes up space.

This corkscrew style should be used more by restaurants with Wine-By-
The-Glass programs. It’s easy to use whilst being visually appealing.

   Perfect for Restaurants and Wine Caves For the wine collector who has 
everything, a table top wine opener  is a great gift. Be prepared to spend 
$30–70 for a kick ass one.
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The Electric Wine Opener

Easy to use but embarrassing

My grandfather-in-law sent me one of  these when he found out I was an 
avid wine drinker. At first I hated it, but it was just so easy to use. I used it 
for about a year straight before spring-cleaning sent it to Goodwill.

 Perfect for the elderly or arthritis-weary wine lover This type of  
wine opener is awesome for people who have trouble opening things. 
No shame in that.
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The Twist & Pull Corkscrew

The brut force method; hard to use but satisfying.

If  you are a luddite then you probably already have a curated collection 
of  Twist & Pull corkscrews. In fact, you’d probably love to see the largest 
collection of  corkscrews in the world in Rioja at Vivanco 

 Twist & Pull corkscrews are hard to use and reserved for special mo-
ments when you need to show off.
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The Ah-So Wine Opener

Hard to use. Designed for sensitive corks

If  you open a lot of  older bottles that are corked with natural cork then the 
Ah-So might be a great type of  wine opener for you. An Ah-So is an ele-
gant design, but you have to be careful not to push the cork into the bottle. 
You can find it here on amazon.com. Check out a variation for super old
corks called the Durand Corkscrew 
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The Air Pump Corkscrew

Open your wine with science.

Do you really want a science project every time you open a bottle of  wine? 
This opener can be a little unruly because of  all the pumping involved. 
Many say that the internal pressure on the wine inside is bad. We believe 
this is a myth.

 
Save your money for a build-your-own rocket if  you’d like to practice 

science at home.

Types / Issue One



HOW THE 
CORKSCREW 

WAS MADE
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Uncorking a bottle of  wine presents a challenge. There 
is no way to grip the cork, which is completely recessed 
in the bottle's neck. Furthermore, pulling the cork out 

requires a force of  25-100 lb (110-450 N), depending on whether 
the cork is moist or dry (from the bottle being stored on its side or 
upright, respectively).

A corkscrew is an implement designed to mechanically remove 
the cork. It consists of  a handle and a helical or screw-like blade 
that is commonly called a worm. (A corkscrew without a center 
post is actually a helix, with all the coils having the same radius; 
however, it is often called a spiral, even though that term techni-
cally means a curve with a constantly changing radius.) Screwing 
the worm through the center of  the cork allows the corkscrew 
to grip the cork internally. Pulling on the handle draws both the 
corkscrew and the cork out of  the bottle. Some corkscrews em-
ploy levers, springs, gears, or other mechanical devices to lessen 
the amount of  force needed to pull out the cork.

 Loretta Hall



RAW MATERIALS
Steel remains the preferred spiral material, with 440C stainless steel and 

tempered low-carbon steel being among the most popular choices. Levers and 
gears may be made from steel or from cast zinc alloy. Handles can be made 
from many materials, including common or exotic woods, bone, plastic, or 
various metals.

DESIGN
There are two categories of  worms. The auger type is very much like a 

wood screw, with sharp-edged threads cut into a shank. If  the threads are cut 
so deeply that they extend through the center of  the shank, the worm may 
actually have a hollow center. Auger corkscrew manufacturers claim that their 
sharp threads help them penetrate corks more easily than round-edge worms. 
Critics contend that they tend to slice up the center of  older corks, ripping out 
the soft middle of  the cork without removing the entire stopper.

Worms with rounded edges are usually made by wrapping a very hot steel 
rod around a form to make a helix. The tip of  the helix is sharpened to help 
it penetrate the cork easily. Some manufacturers pull the tip out of  the helix's 
perimeter and position it in the center of  its hollow core. This makes it easy 
to insert it into the center of  the cork. However, the rest of  the worm cannot 
exactly follow the path of  the tip, so the center of  the cork can be damaged by 
this type of  corkscrew.

Some manufacturers of  round-edge helixes score one or two shallow grooves 
into the outer surface of  the worm to increase the gripping surface between 
the worm and the cork. Round-edge corkscrew worms vary in design. They 
generally have between three and five turns in a helix that is about 2.5 in (6 
cm) long. An open pitch—a comparatively wide spacing between turns—is less 
likely to cause damage to the cork than a tighter spacing. The outer diameter 
of  the worm is usually 0.3-0.4 in (0.8-1 cm).

Forming a helix
• An open worm is formed by forging asteel 

rod into a helix shape. After sharpening one 
tip, the rod is heated to soften it for shaping. 
For example, 440C stainless steel is heated 
at 1,500°F (650°C) for 30 minutes, then at 
2,100lF (1,000°C) for five minutes.

•  The hot rod is wound around a rotating 
cylindrical mandrel. To help guide the rod 
into a uniform spiral with the desired an-
gle and spacing between successive coils, a 
grooved mandrel may be used.

•  Immediately after coiling, the spiral is 
hardened. This is done by reheating the 
worm to 1,500°F (650°C) and letting it 
cool slowly. Mild steel, on the other hand, 
is quenched by plunging the still-hot spiral 
into room-temperature water.

Forming an auger
• An auger-type worm is formed by cut-

ting threads into a tapered steel rod. With 
the rod secured in a lathe, a cutting head 
is mounted on the machine's lead screw, 
which pulls it parallel to the rod at a con-
stant speed. This produces threads of  the 
desired angle and spacing as the head cuts 
into the rod.

Finishing the worm
• Whether it is a helix or an auger, the 

worm has a straight shaft extending 
beyond the coiled or machined section. 
This shaft, which will be inserted into a 
handle or other corkscrew mechanism, 
is prepared according to the customer's 
specifications. For example, it may be 
threaded, flattened, slotted, or drilled 
with a hole.

•  A surface treatment is usually applied 
to the worm to prevent corrosion. Typi-
cally, the worm is plated with chromium 
or nickel. To help it slide easily through 
the cork, the worm may be coated with 
a non-stick substance like Teflon or Sil-
verstone.
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4 WAYS TO 
OPEN A BOTTLE of 

WINE WITHOUT 
A CORKSCREW

Alternatives / Issue One

Most of  these methods aren’t 100% foolproof. In fact, they are all prone 
to screw up your bottle of  wine if  done incorrectly or without proper 
care, such as breaking the cork and having it shed into the wine, chip-

ping the wine bottle, or, in a worst-case scenario, breaking the wine bottle com-
pletely. So, if  you have a rare and/or expensive wine that would break your heart 
if  broken in this process, you should probably just wait until you have a corkscrew. 
However, in all other circumstances (which, lets be real, is usually the case) these 
options can help lift you from despair and grant you a pleasant vino-filled night.

 Josh Wilson
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This is probably one of  the safest methods on 
this list, but it does require some resilience and 
strength, as it can fatigue you easily. You simply 
take a screw, preferably a long one, and screw 
it into the cork with a screwdriver until there 
is about an inch or so of  the screw left show-
ing. Then you take the backside of  the hammer, 
lock it under the screw and pull the cork out. 
You may also need a towel to wipe the sweat 
off your forehead once the mission is complete.

This one is really simple. You take a bike 
pump that has a needle attached and plunge 
it through the cork, penetrating all the way 
through until the needle reaches the air between 
the cork and the wine. Then you pump air into 
the bottle. As you pump, the cork should slowly 
move out of  the bottle from the air pressure.

This option is quite similar to the first option, 
where you use a screw and hammer to yank 
out the cork. This time, however, you just use 
your keys, a serrated knife, or something that 
works similarly. Plunge the item into the cork 
at a 45-degree angle, and move the top of  the 
item in a circle, essentially twisting the cork out 
slowly. After a couple rotations, the cork should 
come out. Make sure you really get your item 
into the cork because if  you don’t, the cork 
could just crumble, which would be a huge 
bummer. If  this happens you can always resort 
to the fix in option 2.

This option is pretty far out, but it really does 
work. If  you have a blowtorch you can apply 
heat to the part of  the wine bottle right below 
the cork. The heat should force the cork to 
move upward and eventually out of  the bottle. 
However, make sure the bottle is NOT COLD. 
We repeat, NOT COLD, or else it could ex-
plode from rapid change in temperature. If  it’s 
cold, please just let the bottle rest in a lukewarm 
environment for a while.

This is also a pretty safe method to use in 
comparison to some of  the others on this list, 
but it does have its downsides. To open the bot-
tle, you simple take the handle of  the wooden 
spoon, or something similar, and push the cork 
down into the bottle of  wine. Unfortunately, it 
is almost impossible to remove the cork from 
the bottle once you push it in. Also, if  the bottle 
of  wine is old the cork may crumble and shed 
into the wine once pushed in. It certainly sucks 
when this happens, but if  you are with friends 
and plan on drinking the whole bottle there is 
no need to worry. Just use a strainer and pour 
the bottle of  wine through it into a decanter.

USE A SCREW, A 
SCREWDRIVER,

 AND A HAMMER

PUMP IT OUT

TWIST IT OUT WITH 
KEYS OR A SERRATED 
KNIFE

APPLY HEAT TO MOVE 
THE CORK OUT

PUSH THE CORK IN 
WITH THE HANDLE OF 
A WOODEN SPOON, OR 

ANY BLUNT OBJECT 
SIMILAR IN SIZE

1  
3  

4  

5  

2  
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