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Niskin bottles Information and Maintenance 

The IMOS National Reference Stations are using 5 or 10 litre Niskin bottles with stainless 
steel spring closures.  
 
Niskin bottle ready to sample 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
An exploded view of a Niskin bottle showing the components 
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Using the Niskins to collect samples 
Ensure that the thread on the wire clamp bolts is just slightly “burred” on the end, to avoid the 
clamping wing nuts from spinning freely off the bolt and over the side into the water.  
 

• When using a sampling wire with a weight on the bottom, attach the deepest Niskin bottle 
approximately 1.5 to 3 m above the weight. 
 

• When setting the bottles for sampling, check that the top air vent is screwed firmly closed 
and that the petcock or sample spigot is in the off position - pulled out fully to the “double-
click” position.  
 

• When attaching the Niskin to the wire, ensure the wire is fully seated in the mounting blocks 
and the wing nuts on the bolts are done up tightly. Otherwise the bottle will slide along the 
wire. 
 

• On all but the bottom bottle, attach a messenger to the Niskin and then snap the messenger 
(go devil) to the wire. This order of attaching the messenger helps avoid loss of messenger 
or premature triggering (closing) of the Niskin below.  
 

• If a CTD rosette is used mount the bottles in the order that they are to be sample around the 
rosette ( checking the air bleeds and sample spigots are firmly in the off position). 

• Allow the bottles to soak at sample depth for a minute or so prior to sending a go-devil 
messenger down the line to trip (close) the first bottle. A 1 – 2 minute soak/flush of the 
bottle at sample depth on a cable or rosette has been shown to greatly increase the quality 
of the sample that is taken on many occasions.  
 

• Allow enough time for the subsequent messengers to trip each bottle depth below the first, 
until the bottom bottle is tripped, before winching the Niskin bottles to the surface. By 
touching the wire with one hand it is possible to feel a strong “thump” on the wire as each 
messenger triggers the next bottle.  The bronze messengers fall at approximately 60m per 
minute.  
 

• Allow enough time for the subsequent messengers to trip each bottle depth below the first, 
until the bottom bottle is tripped, before winching the Niskin bottles to the surface. By 
touching the wire with one hand it is possible to feel a strong “thump” on the wire as each 
messenger triggers the next bottle.  The bronze messengers fall at approximately 60m per 
minute.  
 

• Upon retrieval, when each bottle reaches a safe height to handle, remove the now full water 
sample bottles and messengers from the wire and place them in order in the rack ready for 
sampling.  
 

• If due to drift, there is a reasonably large “wire angle”, for safety reasons it is advisable to 
fasten a stainless “open hook” to a “comfortable length” of rope tied off to the vessel rails, 
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which can be easily slipped around the cable below the Niskin to hold the cable close and 
more upright for the sampler as the bottles are removed.  
 

• If due to drift, there is a reasonably large “wire angle”, for safety reasons it is advisable to 
fasten a stainless “open hook” to a “comfortable length” of rope tied off to the vessel rails, 
which can be easily slipped around the cable below the Niskin to hold the cable close and 
more upright for the sampler as the bottles are removed.  
 

• It is critical to note and record if there are any leaks from the bottles upon retrieval – e.g. 
end-cap not seated correctly, end–cap accidentally knocked open, leak from lower sample 
spigot, etc. – as this may affect the eventual integrity of the samples from a particular bottle.  
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