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Story 

 
In Leyden, Holland there lived a professor at a centre which studied electricity, and he was 
called Pieter van Musschenbroek. He was born into academia, which means he grew up in 
an environment where people were concerned with research and education. However, he 
did not make his discovery and invention that I am about to tell you about through hard 
scientific work, but out of a mistake. It is something that in one form or another is in almost 
everything electrical that we use today. He was trying to store electrical charge. He thought 
that if electricity was a bit like water, in that it flowed, then perhaps he could store it in the 
same way – like in a glass jar.  
 

He poured in some water into a glass jar. He placed a length of 
conducting wire in the water and it led to a Hauksbee 
conducting machine. He put the jar on an insulator (like a 
coaster), thinking this would help keep any charge he made 
stay in the jar. He turned the Hauksbee machine’s handle, and 
hopefully he was going to make the charge travel from the 
Hauksbee machine, down the wire and into the jar. But 
whatever he tried, nothing would work. Then one day, when 
he was having yet another go at figuring out this problem, he 
forgot to put the jar down on the insulator, and set about 
trying to charge the water, while the jar was still in his hand. 
After some time, he stopped turning the handle but kept 
holding the jar. Then he touched the jar with a finger of his 
other hand. He received such a powerful shock that he was 
nearly thrown to the ground. He later wrote that he 
experienced such a terrible fright that he advised no one to try 

this. “Nor would I, who survived by the grace of God, do it again for all the kingdom of 
France!” he said. 
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The power of the electricity created in the jar was greater than any seen before. And more 
surprisingly the jar could hold the electricity for days. This was a very big advancement. 
 
In honour of the city where it was created, we get the name ‘Leyden jar’. This became a 
sensation and news of this discovery swept across the world, from Japan to Philadelphia in 
America… it was one of the first global phenomena. 
 
Now electricity could be stored and moved around. But how it worked was still a complete 
mystery. 

 


