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Somewhere, P.T. Barnum must be smiling.
He of the statement, “There’s a sucker born
every minute” must be taking great pride in
the charlatans now trolling  on the Internet
and the television, seeking to hook a sucker
of two for themselves.  If the sheer volume
of Internet ads is any indicator of their
success, these sucker seekers must have full
stringers.

Some ads arrive as SPAM, those
unwelcome Internet messages which daily
clutter our e-mail boxes.  So bothersome are
these intrusive ads that Congress is seeking
means to stop them.  The ads offer us
opportunities to get out of debt, refinance a
home, or buy all manner of products.  Some
ads are simply incredible; others would make
a sailor blush.

Somewhere very near the smiling P. T.
Barnum, the likes of  Kickapoo Indian
Medicine Company’s John Healy, Texas
Charlie Bigelow, and Nevada Ned Oliver are
no doubt also engaged in a good, back-
slapping guffaw.  Their delight is found in
the many television infomercials which, for

Spam Ads
By Steve Ketcham

all intents and purposes, are the Twenty-
First Century rebirth of the traveling
medicine shows which the Kickapoo Indian
Medicine Company once sent across the
hills and plains of  America.

SPAM ads boldly promise that male
recipients can “become the man that women
desire.”  Others promise to enhance body
parts, both male and female, which are
somehow too small.  Meanwhile, television
infomercials push diet drugs and exercise
machines.  Lewis Carroll foresaw it all when
he had Alice take doses of potions which
made her grow and then shrink.  What are
the Internet and the television if not
electronic Wonderlands?

Another SPAM ad suggests, “Eat the
foods you love while losing weight.”
Remarkably, a fellow named Henry C.
Bradford used nearly identical words to
promote his weight loss product on the
pages of  a 1903 issue of “The New
Metropolitan” magazine.  His was one of
five weight-loss-product ads which
appeared in the magazine.  It promised that

while using this product, “You make no
radical change in your food, but eat as much
or as often as you please.”  If 100 years
didn’t separate these two ads, one could
easily believe they were written by the same
copy writer.

Weight-loss humbugs have been around
for over 100 years, but their pain-killer
counterparts are equally long lived.

Back in 1876, as our nation celebrated
its first 100 years by staging an exposition
in Philadelphia, large-scale brand
advertising was a young idea.  There were
no electronic media, but within the pages of
the “Official Catalogue of the U. S.
International Exhibition 1876,” many
companies boasted proudly of their
products.  One such product was Dr. Tobias’
Celebrated Venetian Liniment.  The ad
claimed that the product was for both
internal and external use.  When used
externally, it was “warranted to cure…croup,
chronic rheumatism, cuts, bruises, insect
stings, core throats, toothache, old sores,
and pains in the back, chest, and limbs…”

The Dr Tobias promises of 1876 sound
incredible, but remarkably similar claims
drew the attention of the Federal Trade
Commission in 2002.  The product, known
as Blue Stuff,  was advertised on a web site
and on television infomercials.  A summary

Right: Healy and Bigelow would be right at home advertising on the Internet.  This
ad for their Kickapoo Indian products, as found in an 1892 drug supply catalog,
sound a good deal like Internet ads of today.
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FOR FURTHER INFORMATION, CONTACT:

(816) 318-0161

FAX: (816) 318-0162

R. Wayne Lowry

401 Johnston Ct., Raymore, MO 64083

E-mail: JarDoctor@aol.com

Website: www.jardoctor.com
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New 12-gauge chisel point in 3 sizes
Copper Wire: $7.00/lb.
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Designed to safely and professionally clean inside,
outside and base - all at one time.

Available in White & Clear PVC (3” through 6” ID)
Prices ranging from $85.00 to $140.00

Units available, starting at $180.00

Aluminum, Cerium, Tin, Silicon Carbide
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of the FTC case against the company can
be found in the American Bar Association’s
Fall 2002 Consumer Protection Update,
available on line.  Prior to a $3 million FTC
penalty, the $59.95 product advertised nearly
instant relief for all manner of pain.
Sounding much like the old Dr. Tobias ads,
the product said it would relieve knee, hip,
shoulder, hand, foot and lower back pain,
and pains resulting from automobile and
sports injuries, in five to fifteen minutes.  One
especially questionable consumer
testimonial even spoke of Blue Stuff saving
a fellow from a leg amputation.  According
to the ABA report, the happy consumer said
the product relived his symptoms,
“…before I could get the cap back on the
jar…”

The current Blue Stuff web site ads are
far tamer.  The product, which comes in rub-
on, roll-on, and spray-on forms, is now
advertised as being for “…temporary relief
of minor aches and pains associated with
arthritis, simple backache, strains, bruises,
or sprains.”

It is the fantastic claims of old, made by
quacks of all kinds, which make our old
bottles and advertising so interesting to
collect.  We delight in the curative claims of
products like Dr. Kilmer’s Swamp Root
Kidney, Liver and Bladder Cure.   We laugh
at the shaky promises of quacks like William
Radam and his Microbe Killer  We roll our
eyes  at the ads at the back of old magazines
which promised readers they could be cured
of baldness, obesity, hearing loss,
drunkenness, freckles, and even cancer.  We
ought to take time to pause and give thanks
that the Federal Trade Commission and the
Food and Drug Administration have cleaned
up the market and rid it of  the fakes.  But it
hasn’t happened yet, despite the nearly 100
years that have passed since the first pure
food and drug law was enacted in 1906.

The questionable products and
advertising of yesterday live on.  Dozens of
products hyped today are simply modern
versions of scams perpetrated years ago.
Perhaps the greatest difference is in the
delivery of the pitch.  Whereas folks used
to gather around the medicine wagon to be
entertained and cajoled, today the pitchmen
come straight into our homes via television
and the Internet.  While the Internet SPAM
is generally unwelcome and intrusive, many
consumers actually tune into the
infomercials.  We are drawn to the bright
lights and the magic of the medicine show
like fish to a flashy lure.   Barnum was right.

Lacking the Internet, those offering
questionable medical help in the Nineteenth
Century could catch suckers with ads like
these placed in the pages of  1897 and 1898
issues of  “The Puritan” magazine.

Editor’s note: The ad below for The Jar
Doctor does not go with this article.  It
was just a coincidence that it was placed
on the same page.


