
Parked in the Past
pre-1906 ‘miracle medicines’
Laura Van Dusen, Correspondent

September 27, 2013

Morphine was the primary ingredient of 
Mrs. Winslow’s Soothing Syrup for 
teething infants; it also contained alcohol. 
The product was available from about 
1865 until about 1913 in the U.S. and 
until about 1930 in Europe. 

Colorful ads from the 19th century show a 
loving mother cuddled in bed with her 
children reading about Mrs. Winslow’s 
syrup; a happy, smiling mother and baby 
playing in the morning after a full night’s 
sleep thanks to the soothing syrup; and a 
mother surrounded by her supportive 
older children as she gives the baby a 
dose of teething medication. 

What the ads don’t say is that sometimes 
the baby never woke up. The syrup was 
responsible for the death of many infants, 
even when taking the recommended 
dosage, according to the Food and Drug 
Administration website, www.fda.gov. 

It could be purchased in drug stores 
throughout the United States, including 
Park County, as indicated by 
advertisements in the Fairplay Flume 
from 1897 to 1913: “Mrs. Winslow’s 
Soothing Syrup. For children teething, 
softens the gums, reduces inflammation, 

allays pain, cures wind colic, 25 cents a 
bottle.” 

Ingredients not listed 

There was no labeling requirement on 
medicine containers before 1906, and 
druggist’s shelves were stocked with so-
called medical cures later found to 
contain heroin, morphine, cocaine, 
cannabis, high doses of alcohol and 
caffeine, and other harmful drugs. And 
they were all available without a 
prescription. 

Consumers had no idea what was in the 
medicines for sale on the druggists’ 
shelves. Druggists and newspapers 
containing advertisements for the drugs 
may not have known either. 

In 1906, a law was passed by the 59th 
Congress called the Pure Food and Drug 
Act. Among other regulations, it required 
that medicine containers include a full list 
of ingredients. It was a start. 

Medicines could still contain any 
ingredient as long as it was listed on the 
label. And the law only pertained to 
interstate sales. If a drug was 
manufactured in Colorado, for example, 
and sold in Colorado, the law didn’t apply. 

http://www.fda.gov/


One product sold after 1906 was Eli 
Lilly’s Heroin Compound. It was a 
“bronchial sedative and expectorant” and 
also contained chloroform and wild cherry 
flavoring. 

Drugs today 

Today, 107 years later, drug marketers 
are still pushing their products. One can’t 
watch commercial television today 
without seeing numerous ads for 
prescription drugs. Advertisers extol the 
virtues of medications for osteoporosis 
(Boniva), high cholesterol (Zocor) and 
depression (Wellbutrin). 

Scenes show happy, pain- free and 
healthy people. Side effects are 
mentioned but downplayed. Still, at least 
today consumers can look at a medicine 
label and know what is in the bottle. 

Bayer Heroin 

Often, at least until 1913, the drug in the 
bottle was Bayer Heroin, so named 
because in experiments before the drug 
was released on the market, Bayer 
workers said it made them feel “heroic.” 

In 1898, a Bayer chemist invented two 
drugs. One was Aspirin, called the world’s 
most successful legal drug in an online 
article about heroin history at 
www.opioids.com. The other was heroin, 
“the world’s most successful illegal 
[drug].” 

The chemist, Heinrich Dreser, was 
looking for a non-addictive substitute for 
morphine, which was widely used as a 
painkiller and treatment for respiratory 
disease. He offered heroin as a cough 
medicine that was touted as 10 times 
more effective than codeine with one-
tenth of the toxic effects. He also said it 
was more effective and safer than 
morphine as a painkiller. It was believed 
to be non-addicting. 

Heroin was seen as a miracle medicine 
and came at a time when demand for a 
respiratory ailment was high. In the late 
1890s, the two leading causes of death 
by disease were tuberculosis and 
pneumonia, both respiratory ailments. 

The drug was later found to be highly 
addictive, and Bayer stopped making it in 
1913. 

Early day medical miracles 

A variety of medicinal cures were 
available to the unsuspecting public in the 
late 1800s and early 1900s; one could 
find products that claimed to “cure” just 
about any ailment. 

Nervine 

There was Celery Nervine, from the 
Smith-Dunkley Co. in Kalamazoo, Mich. 
The company’s advertising said it was the 
largest of the celery shippers in the U.S. 
It sold canned celery, pickled celery, fresh 
celery and a product called Celery 
Nervine. 

It was promoted as a blood and nerve 
tonic for “the relief and cure of nervous 
disorders for the blood and brain,” as 
shown on the box. It was “a boon to 
anyone afflicted with nervousness or 
stomach troubles,” its ad said. It also 
relieved restlessness, insomnia, and was 
helpful for a stomach that needed toning 
up. One could buy it at the Owl Drug 
Store in Fairplay. 

Nervine was a concoction made by other 
manufacturers, as well as the Kalamazoo 
company. They weren’t all celery-based, 
but they were all often sold as treatments 
for exhaustion, epilepsy, spasms, fits, 
pain and depression. The active 
ingredient was bromide, formerly used as 
a sedative. Excessive use can cause 
psychiatric, neurological, gastrointestinal 
and skin disorders. 

http://www.opioids.com/


But one wouldn’t know that from seeing 
an advertisement for the product. It 
featured two women talking on the 
phone. One asked what the loud noise 
was in the background of the other 
woman’s line. The second woman 
explained, “Oh! That’s the children 
playing – since I have been taking 
nervine nothing bothers me.” 

Magic Oil 
Henry George Greatrake Fink was a 
clergyman from Ohio who discovered that 
the patent medicine business was a 
much easier way to make a living. He 
made Fink’s Magic Oil, a cure-all for all 
sorts of body aches and pains, and a 
collection of other maladies including 
mumps, asthma, ringworm and a 
condition called cholera morbus. Its 
symptoms are severe cramps, diarrhea, 
and vomiting. The magic oil cured it all. 

Or at least one felt cured. And it probably 
did take away the pain; it was 87 percent 
alcohol. 

Vegetable Tonic 

A medicine that was advertised 
extensively in The Flume and throughout 
the country was Lydia Pinkham’s 
Vegetable Tonic. It clearly stated on the 
bottle that it was 15 percent alcohol, but it 
was “added solely as a solvent and 
preservative,” the label on the bottle said. 

The Pinkham tonic claimed to treat a 
variety of women’s reproductive problems 
by a compound of several herbs, 
according to www.lydiapinkham.org. The 
primary ingredient was black cohosh, 
native to the U.S. and known as the 
“woman’s herb.” The vegetable tonic, with 
minor changes, is still used today, and 
with success, according to the website. 

Ague, Liver and Stomach Pad 

This was a pad that was placed on the pit 
of one’s stomach, where the ribs begin to 
separate. It was held in place by straps 
around the neck and a belt around the 
chest. There was no medicine in the bag, 
just some absorbing material. It was said 
to remove poison from the body. 

To cure ague (illness with fever and 
shaking), liver and stomach problems, 
one wore the bag for four to six weeks 
continuously and then one week per 
month between April and November and 
at any other time the person had 
symptoms. The pad could not be used for 
more than one season or by more than 
one person. 

Wizard Oil 
Hamlin’s Wizard Oil was well-marketed. 
The company sponsored singing troupes 
known as the Wizard Oil Concert 
Companies. They held concerts, passed 
out song books to the audience, and 
sang songs that told about the diseases 
Hamlin’s Wizard Oil would cure. 

The medicine attested to curing a long list 
of physical problems, from stiffness and 
soreness anywhere on the body, 
deafness, sprains, animal bites, 
diphtheria (an upper respiratory tract 
illness), dyspepsia (indigestion), bleeding 
gums and ulcers. It was advertised 
regularly in The Flume in 1901 and 1902. 

The ads said the product was for internal 
and external use and featured testimony 
of the product’s “wonderful healing 
powers” from “hundreds of supposed 
cripples for life.”A list of ingredients is 
topped by alcohol at 65 percent, plus oil 
camphor (removed from the U.S. market 
in the 1980s for safety concerns), oil 
thyme (germ killer), oil cajeput (treats 
colds, headaches, tumors), oil sassafras 
(today used in the illicit manufacture of 
the drug ecstasy), oil fir (used for muscle 

http://www.lydiapinkham.org/


aches and pains), gum camphor (made 
from turpentine, used in rubs and salves), 
turpentine, capsicum (treats digestive 
problems), and ammonia. 

Safe Diabetes Cure/Remedy 

Warner’s Safe Remedies Co. of 
Rochester, N. Y., made many so-called 
safe cures and remedies, for diabetes, for 
the liver and kidney, and for rheumatic 
fever. 

Typically a medicine was labeled as a 
“cure” before the 1906 Pure Food and 
Drugs Act. With the passage of the act 
and the resultant truth in labeling, many 
cures were then labeled as remedies. 
Warner’s history includes both cures 
(before 1906) and remedies (after 1906). 

It was advertised as a treatment to stop 
diabetes if one began taking the medicine 
in time. But that claim was false; neither 
the cure nor remedy could control 
diabetes. 

Patent medicines 

The medicines in this story and many 
hundreds, maybe thousands of others 
that were available to consumers in the 
years before 1906 were called patent 
medicines. They were medicines that 
promised cures, but those promises were 
not backed up by science. There were no 
restrictions on advertising, and 
manufacturers were not required to list 
ingredients. Addiction by consumers to 
heroin, morphine, cocaine and alcohol 
was common. 

There were physicians and medical 
societies that disagreed with the use of 
patent medicines, according to an article 
on the history of patent medicine at 
www.hagley.org, a website of the Hagley 
Museum and Library. Those doctors were 
critical of the hazardous ingredients and 

resultant drug dependency of their 
patients. 

A trade association of medicine 
producers fought the Pure Food and Drug 
Act; they were aided by the press, which 
had grown dependent on patent medicine 
advertising dollars. 

The Act was passed by Congress in 1906 
with strong support from President 
Theodore Roosevelt and went into law on 
Jan. 1, 1907. 
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http://www.hagley.org/


Heroin Compound 
This product was marketed as a bronchial 
sedative and expectorant by Eli Lilly & Co. in the 
early 20th century. (Photo by Laura Van Dusen/
The Flume) 

Celery Nervine 
Marketed as a blood and nerve tonic to cure 
blood and brain disorders, its advertising was 
aimed at women stressed from everyday 
activities. (Photo by Laura Van Dusen/The 
Flume) 

Fink's Magic Oil 
Claimed by its manufacturer to be a cure for a 
multitude of medical problems, the product was 
87 percent alcohol. (Photo by Laura Van Dusen/
The Flume) 



Hamlin's Wizard Oil 
This box shows external use only, but earlier 
versions of the box said it could be used 
internally as well. Most of the ingredients are 
today considered safe to ingest. (Photo by 
Laura Van Dusen/The Flume)


