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The

Old Woman
Who Lived
in a
Vinegar
Bottle

Once upon a time there was an old woman who lived in a vinegar bottle.
The vinegar bottle stood by itself on the edge of a wide loch.

It was an old farm building, but the villagers called it
the ‘vinegar bottle’ because vinegar used to be made
in thick stone bottles with glazed yellow necks.

There was a round room downstairs and a round room upstairs.
The windows were small and the front door narrow. The vinegar
bottle was not exactly comfortable but the old woman did not mind.
“There’s no place like home,” she said.
In the sitting room downstairs were a table and a chair, and she
had made a rag rug to go in front of the fire by her rocking chair.
On the hob, a small black kettle sang to itself all day long and upstairs
on her bed was a patchwork quilt made from pieces of all the dresses
she had owned since she was seven. She had a dustpan and a broom,
and outside hung a tin bathtub.
“What more could anybody want?” asked the old woman.
Though she was poor, the old woman kept the vinegar bottle
specklessly clean, and she spent a good deal of her time picking up
driftwood from the shore or cutting peat. There was no one to help
her because she lived all alone.
“Alone? Not a bit of it. Haven’t I got Malt?” said the old woman.
Malt was her cat.

But when the village church clock struck noon she sat down in
her rocking chair because she felt a little weak. Malt was curled up
on a cushion by the hearth.
It was a fine morning, and the old woman opened the door
so she could watch a fishing boat coming in while she rocked:
rock, purr, purr, rock. Then she stopped.
“Dust!” said the old woman. “Dust on my clean floor!”
She fetched her broom and began to sweep. Suddenly she saw
something in the dust, glinting silver in the sun, something small
and round.
“Lordy! Well, I never did! A silver sixpence!” she said.
The old woman did not have much to eat. Every Monday she
went to the village and bought tea, sugar and flour. When she got
home she baked two loaves. “They last the week,” she said.
When the butchers van came round, she bought leftover meat
for Malt. On Tuesdays and Fridays she walked to the farm for milk –
most of that went to Malt too. Sometimes the farmer let her collect
potatoes left in the field. In autumn she picked blackberries and often
found windfall apples in the grass.
“A little more would be good,” said the old woman. “But all in all,
it’s enough for me.”
Malt was twice as fat as the old woman.
One Saturday morning, the old woman was hungry. There were only
two crusts of bread and a handful of potatoes left. “One for dinner,
one for supper. You must make do with that,” she told herself and
went about her work.

This is an old folk tale that has had different names and different
versions. I do not know where this one originally came from
except that it used to be told to my mother by her nurse on hairwashing nights. My mother told it to me; I told it to my children
and now they tell it to their children – on hair-washing nights –
so that in our family alone it is four generations old.
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Why it was, and is, told on hair-washing occasions I do not know
either, but the two went so well together that the story is always
connected in my mind with the warmth of the fire seen through
tangles of wet hair, the smell of damp towels and the fresh scent
of shampoo.
As far as I know this is the first time this version has been written
down – but I must take the responsibility of adding Malt.
– Rumer Godden
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