


TINY LIES: PREFACE

It was the study of the 19th century Laudanum trade that brought these ads to my attention. After poring through 
pages and pages of dense lugubrious prose - nearly unreadable by modern standards - the small ads in the back of 
the magazines were refreshingly direct and bold. This, I realized, was the birth of modern advertising. Not the ele-
gant ads in the front of the magazines, but the short, sharp, crisp appeals to fear, lust, illness, and greed. That’s 
when I knew I had to collect them.

The above is a lie, but who wants to read anything that starts out “well, some of these I scanned, and some came 
from some stuff I found online. Here you go.” 

You’ll note a few things as you go along: a marketer could claim anything; the number of credulous souls abroad in 
the land was obviously significant; half the male population must have suffered a rupture; they fell prey to diseases 
we have either cured or forgotten. Or most likely renamed. No one goes to the doctor complaining of “gravel” any-
more, but that doesn’t mean the human body stopped engraveling itself.

Enjoy, and be glad these days have passed, and no one’s trying to sell women arsenic-dipped figs as a reducing 
agent. I mean, they’ll reduce, all right, but not quite in the way you’d prefer.

Lileks
2013



TINY LIES: CHAPTER 1

1890s

BIG LETTERS! Thus was your atten-
tion snagged. The density of old newspa-
pers and magazines is astonishing, and 
the tiny type was just ideal for an era of 
insufficient indoor illumination and im-
precisely calibrated eyeglasses.



 Pierce’s Pleasant Purgative Pellets, one may safely 
assume, consisted of opium, with perhaps a chewy mor-
phine nougat at the end, and possibly sprinkled with 
caramelized hash. Because Mary is straight-up trip-
ping. 

 Then again, maybe not; the company offered $500 
to anyone who could prove there were “injurious drugs” 
in the pellets, knowing that the perky potions it packed 
in the pleasant purgative pellets weren’t purported as 
poisons at all. Times change, though - one of the ingre-
dients was May Apple, a caustic substance now used for 
burning off warts, and Nux Vomica, which is Latin for 
“My God I don’t know how I can keep throwing up be-
cause there’s nothing left, nothing at all,” and was used 
to quicken the pulse - and then, if you gave another 
dose, stopping it entirely. So versatile!



 So Jenks had that queer dream last night 
again, eh? He seems to be enjoying it, but he’d 
probably have the same expression if he expired 
from Spasmodic Chillblains, or some such malady 
no one gets anymore. 

 The pills come in Antibillious Granules, which 
sounds like the name of a 17th century Maryland 
governor. 



 Well, don’t we all want an organized force of de-
tectives all throughout the United States? 

 This would appeal to anyone who thought that 
riot-quelling would be a snappy job for a brawny jas-
per like himself. He couldn’t wait for the interview. I 
could use brass knuckles, right? Yes. Now, if you see 
a riot forming - And I could hit them on the back of 
the head when they weren’t looking? I suppose, it it 
helps to quell the riot, but - And I could continue to 
punch them when they were down, and remove 
their trousers? Whatever works; we leave it to your 
discretion. Now, fill out this form, and we will see 
about your position. Can I take a daguerreotype  of 
their backsides? There’s a ten-dollar bond. Cash 
only.

 By “Heads of Families” they mean men, of 
course, which means 4712 was some useless 
salve that restored Vigor and Ruddiness to pros-
tates, if you rubbed it on your nose for a week 
while gargling mercury. 

 Or it’s an aphrodisiac. Mix with oatmeal. 
When lickerish look appears in the spouse’s 
eyes, it is only a matter of time before she is over-
come with natural desires, and hitches up her 
skirt to admit one to gaze upon her ankle. The 
druggist, being a man of Medicine himself,  will 
tell you how to recognize, and pleasure, ankles 
of all sort. 



 This may have been his way of warning you he 
was hard of hearing. 

 Gravel? An old term for bladder problems, per-
haps. STRICTURE was a malady of the urethra. 
Given his emphasis on maladies that were “render-
ing marriage improper or unhappy,” he was proba-
bly referring to the nether parts, and dealt with men 
unwilling to undergo the marital act because just 
the simple act of voiding one’s bladder felt like they 
were trying to push a brick through an eyedropper.



 Man, you hate it when you get a gun-shot wound 
and you’re out of Russia Salve. You have to get on the 
horse somehow, tie your arm to the saddle so he’ll 
drag you into town if you pass out, hope the druggist 
is open. Even then he might be out. Sorry, Clem. Got 
some Polish Gash-Lube, if’n you want. Mostly the 
same as far as I reckon. 

 Russia Salve also claimed it would cure “Scald 
Head, Nettle Rash, Cancer, Felons, Wens, Lame 
Wrist, Sore Nipples, and the Bites of Venomous Rep-
tiles.” I don’t know why people didn’t spread it on 
toast every morning just to be safe. 



“Your wife appears to have been poisoned, sir, but I’m afraid we don’t know how. Has she 
been consuming anything unusual?”

“Unusual? Certainly not. She was careful to a fault about her health, and had been a strict 
devotee of the all-arsenic diet for years.”

“Ah. Well, perhaps it was something else. Vegetables, perhaps. Was she keen on carrots, 
but any chance.”

“Only when boiled in arsenic.”



TINY LIES : CHAPTER 2

1900 - 1919

How much do you have to sweat to rust 
out your corset? You won’t learn that 
here, but you’ll find out what was bug-
ging them back then: liquor and touchy 
handguns. 



  

 A British magazine did a sample in 1909, and dis-
covered that Coza Powder was 90 percent Sodium Bi-
carbonate - baking soda - and the rest was cinnamon 
and cumin. If you slipped it in someone’s drink, he 
might believe that he’d lost his taste for liquor, pour it 
all down the drain, take the pledge, go to church, stop 
kicking the dog and squandering his wages on faro. 

 Or he might dump out the glass and pour an-
other one, because the wife put that $%*# powder in 
his drink again. 



 Well, I’ve always said you can’t have a Goat 
Lymph Sanitarium without a Goat Lymph Maga-
zine, and this ad bears me out. Dr. White said tat it 
was not a cure-all or a patent medicine, but “merely 
one of nature’s animal products.” You could say that 
about goat crap as well, I suppose. He said it was 
good for such disease as “locomotor ataxia, paralysis 
agitans, and primary dementia.” To say nothing of 
Brain Fag, and let us not. 

 And what are the initial symptoms of primary 
dementia? Eating goat lymph is probably high on 
the list of leading indicators.  



 Gun safety, 1905. Grip it the wrong way and 
smack it on a table! It won’t go off! Usually. Keep in 
mind that this was an innovation: a gun that didn’t go 
off when you dropped it. You can see why they sold mil-
lions; guys  were damned tired of the thing slipping out 
of their pocket and blowing off their jaw.  

 Iver Johnson also made bikes, and there’s proba-
bly an ad that shows people driving them into moving 
trains to show how well they survive contact.



 Yes, Mom’s really going to make sure she’s got 
plenty of Maternal Displacement Food around. The 
kid won’t just reject your cooking, he’ll throw you 
over for the stuff. WARNING: Made in a facility 
that may also process nuts. Did we say nuts? We 
meant cocaine. 



 Table-tennis was popularized in England in 
the 1880s, and was known as “Whiff-whaff.”   
This ad from 1908 is truthful, inasmuch as the 
game was popular enough to have tournaments 
by 1902, but you wonder what people who did 
not have “ideal homes” played with. A small ball 
dipped in syphilis and whiskey, perhaps.



Given the choices, I’ll take “Ladies,” please.



 Herbal Obesity Tablets: the initials spell HOT, 
and that’s what you’ll be. A mere ten cents for a 
shuddering, bowel-emptying purgative that’ll have 
you frantically undoing the corset stays to get off 
your undergarments because a horrid torrent that 
demands its release? Deal.  



 The American Medical Society featured Mrs. Har-
riet Richards in its 1945 book about mail-order quack-
ery. Sister Women, the AMA said,  got a small box con-
taining “two vaginal suppositories,” and a letter describ-
ing all the hideous “sexual ailments” the figs would 
cure. Given the era, “Desire” was probably one of them.  
A few days letter, they sent you a “regular size” box, and 
kindly requested two dollars. The AMA examined the 
pills, and deduced they were made of “borax, alum and 
linseed oil.”

 Fig quotient: zilch. Yes, this is how much they lied: 
couldn’t even be bothered to put frickin’ figs in the fig 
balm. No, just send the women some laundry detergent 
to put up their hoohah; it’s not like they can taste the dif-
ference.



 The intrepid AMA took this one apart as well, and dis-
covered “amonium bromide,” which nowadays is used for 
fireproofing wood. 

 Tell me, Harry, you’ve a way with the fillies. Dash it 
all,  you jolly them fine enough, I dare say. I’ve seen them 
leave your side in a state of postive jollification. Give a fel-
low a hint. How are they jollied so?

 Simple, my friend. Toasts.

 Toasts? You mean a variety of singed breads, or a 
bon mot spoken while an apertif is raised?

 The latter, dear boy. A trenchant observation whose 
course is aided with the lubrication of wit.

 Astounding. And these come to your lips naturally? 
Or is there some pamphlet from which I might draw inspi-
ration? I see by your eyes there is. You deuced sport, you. 
How much for one?

 Oh, you’re a friend. A dollar should do. 

 And that’s why the ad says you can buy three. 



 When you have the Quinsy, an external prize rem-
edy is what you want - and the  Oxien Porous Plasters de-
livered. I mean they were delivered, by mail; didn’t do 
anything except stick to your chest and peel off hair. 

 The Giant Oxie company had been selling these things 
since the end of the previous century, when they were 
touted as a cure for the Grippe. Bodily pain of all sorts 
was banished - tuberculosis, stopped-up guts, quivery 
joints, and such highly-specific and easily-treated prob-
lems as “wounds” - but the company was more inter-
ested in getting you to sell them to other people. 

 In modern terms: make money at home using the 
internet!



 If you have to use a roller to put it on, you’re in 
bad shape.

 A medical journal of the day gave instructions for 
making your own: “Take of oil of peppermint and 
dried mint leaves, finely pulverized, equal parts. Mois-
ten the leaves with the oil, enclose in lead wrapper to 
prevent evaporation, leave enclosed a few days, then 
dissolve in four ounces of alcohol; add twelve ounces 
of water, shale and filter.”

 Or just take a damned aspirin and drink the alco-
hol. 



 This is not the fellow you would want to 
disapprove of your piles. 



 The advice consisted of a pamphlet with one sen-
tence: FOR GOD’S SAKE STOP IT, YOU’RE ANNOYING 
PEOPLE.

 Actually, no. There was a Bogue school. The book in-
vited you to come, and included an assurance you’d be 
met at the station. Really: 

 “We are glad to meet pupils at the Union Station, 
where all trains over steam roads arrive, if the student in-
forms us beforehand (either by letter or telegram) the 
road over which he is coming and the time he will arrive in 
this city. There is no charge for this, it being merely a part 
of the courtesy extended to students who are unfamiliar 
with the location of the Institute. A small bow of blue rib-
bon should be worn as a means of identification.”

 Big blue bows were used by the people who were at-
tending the Institute of Not Being Able To Shut Up About 
Anything. The person who met the student removed the 
bow, wadded it up, and stuck it in the student’s mouth.  



 The secret: a razor? Right? No? Then it’s probably 
AMMONIA OF SULFITED LEAD or some such potion. 
Smear it on your flesh, and the hair peels off. If you see 
muscle tissue, reduce dosage.

 It might have sold better if Madame Clip-Art 
wasn’t giving milady the “Yeah, sure” expression. Trust 
me, sister, it grows back. It grows back like hedgehog 
bristles. 



 Free! This cheap thing the size of a shoe can be 
yours without obligation, and that makes total sense, 
doesn’t it? Why, ask Andrew Carnegie how he made 
his pile, and he’ll tell you: giving away valuable things 
to people without expecting anything in recompense.

 Comes with one cylinder in a proprietary for-
mat, plays nothing else. Cylinder consists of a man 
reading Revelations in a monotone.   
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 Who knew there was a watch trust? A copper 
trust, an oil trust, a coal trust, sure. But the secrets of 
the watch trust were known to few until Burlington 
shone the light of truth on their devious attempts to 
corner the watch market. 

 As the fine print admits, there isn’t actually a 
watch trust per se, but heck there might as well be, 
the way those guys operate. So trust us - excuse the 
japery - and just send us $2.50! (a month) (for an un-
specified period of time) and you can have a complex 
piece of gears and springs,  sight unseen, with a le-
gally unenforceable warranty.

 Thousand of customers say “best watch ever 
owned.”  “Ticks like a champ.” “Numbers mostly con-
secutive.”  “Its myriad deficiencies a source of endless 
surprise.” “Annoying sound guaranteed to stop 
within a week.” “Metal plating somehow imparted a 
suppurating rash.” “Faith in mankind irrevocably di-
minished.” “May the Lord hath vengeance, as he has 
set for Himself.” 



 Your heart! Does it beat? Does it contract? Can you feel 
it, stammering its hectic motions when you rise? Do you put 
your finger to your neck three times a minute? Do you 
breathe? Are you troubled by tightness in the chest or pants? 
Do your pants become tighter when you think of the girl in 
the Coca-Cola ad with the exposed neck? Is your neck cold? 
Do your ears ring? Does your door knock? Are there dogs in 
your neighborhood? Do you look at your stools? Do you save 
your urine? Do you see spots when you stare at the sun then 
look away? Can you still hear your mother’s voice when you 
fold your underwear? Do you fall asleep but find yourself 
awake eight hours later? Are you nervous just reading this, 
and have resolved to get outside more and chew your food 
one hundred times before swallowing? Do you line your fin-
gernail clippings in a row on the sill? Do you put pins in your 
scrotum so Jesus won’t hate you? Get the hell away from 
me; you’re sick. 



 Could this be the first sighting of the famous X-Ray 
Spex? No idea. You wouldn’t get the thing unless you 
bought the Nelson-Gans Prize Fight and Kissing Scene 
motion pictures. Hmm. The latter may be the hotsy-
totsy “May-Irwin Kiss,” a short film from the Edison stu-
dio. Nelson was “”Battling Nelson, the Durable Dane.” 
He first fought Joe Gans in 1906; Gans put him on the 
canvas several times, and Nelson was disqualified after a 
low blow - in the 42nd round, which people who had en-
tered the arena Saturday night referred to as “Tuesday 
Morning.”  He lost the title. But he came back for a re-
match in 1908, knocked Gans out in the 17th; he fought 
him again a couple of months later, and knocked him 
out in the 21st round.

 Maybe the “X-Ray” thing was just a little ray of ra-
dium. Smear it on your friends! Hours of amusement. 
Wait years, watch them sicken and die.   



 If you couldn’t afford a big ad, why not just stick in 
a little one and see if it worked? What’s the harm? So 
you’re out a few dollars. So you amuse yourself by offer-
ing ten bucks for 1000 cancelled stamps. So people send 
you the stamps after scrounging and begging and steam-
ing them off envelopes. So you don’t send them ten 
bucks. They’re going to take the train to Cohes, New 
York, and ask around for A. Scott?  

 You could get some pins from Mr. Strange, or you 
could do . . . something for Mr. T. Artol; he wasn’t too 
specific. Apparently you send him a letter and say okay, 
now what? And he’d write back: “Money can be made 
quickly by smart men. Send me a dollar and I’ll tell you 
how.” You send him a dollar. He writes back: “Like 
that.” 

 Byron Field was selling some serious medicine. It’s 
one thing to expel a tape-worm, but look at his guaran-
teed. ALIVE.

 Alive with head. 



 Aside from the Ventrilo, the kids of 1910 had 
other disappointments: the Big Wonder Package cer-
tainly seemed stuffed with fun, and adolescent 
pulses must have throbbed to foxtrot pace when the 
eyes beheld “25 pictures of Pretty Girls.” Holy crow, 
wait ‘til the gang sees this! But I’ll keep the 85 defini-
tions of Flowers to myself. 

 The big KNOCKOUT package - now with extra 
racial superiority in every box - offered a Dancing 
Scotchman eight inches high, no doubt made of card-
board. No boy should have been surprised if it was 
made of cardboard. Every boy should think: “what 
sort of Eight Inch Dancing Scotchman am I likely to 
get for a dime, considering that those ten cents also 
obtain stage money, a checkerboard, and a Pack of 
Hot Air cards which will make those lovely unobtain-
able girls cleave to me as though I possess the mag-
netism of a goat-lymph eater? Might it be less than 
the three-dimensional, fully-articulated, exquisitely 
detailed figure my imagination beholds?” 

 



 This is familiar to everyone who grew up reading 
comics; it’s remarkable to see it in a 1910 ad. So they’ve 
been fobbing off this fake thing on kids for a century?

 The device was called a “swazzle,” and you stuck it 
‘twixt gum and teeth. It enabled the user to emit a high-
pitched squeaking sound, like the terribly cries of a small 
animal having its leg sawed off. You could not get it to 
project LET ME OUT into a packing crate. Ever.  The ad 
was redrawn a few times, but the basics remained: the 
smart-aleck kid and the confused adult who could not un-
derstand why the crate was saying LET ME OUT because 
he had sawed up that bitch himself, and the head was in 
a different box. 

 Lots of FUN fooling the 
Policeman!  He’ll swing 
his nightstick and make 
impotent sounds of rage 
while you run off with the 
gang to your fort with the 
NO GIRLS ALLOWED 
sign on the side, with all 
the S written backwards. 



 Ah, the thesaurus approach. Also called Tetter, 
you say? Fine, tetter it is. Milk Crust: yum. Water Poi-
son: sounds like dysentery. 

 Weening Skin is the creepy no-thanks-pal winner, 
though. No one wants their skin to ween. But if you 
know someone who’s weening to beat the band, note 
the last lines: “send this to some eczema sufferer.” 
Doesn’t even have to be someone you know! Make sure 
it’s unsigned. Because he’s probably not operating at 
100% self-conscious mortification all of the time, and 
needs to be reminded that everyone in town knows he 
keeps his hands in his pockets because they look like 
someone dipped a lobster claw in sulferic acid. Does he 
really have to leave the house? Really? The grocer deliv-
ers, you know.   



 It’s a like a combination fez and 
Germany battle helmet. The princi-
ple is apparent to all: it uses the Sci-
entific Power of a Vacuum to coax re-
calcitrant hair from places where it 
has been too shy to emerge.  Scien-

tists speculate that in the vacuum of space, a na-
ked man is engulfed in total body hair within sec-
onds, but thanks to modern science this painful 
eruption of involuntary hirsuititude can be care-
fully applied to the scalp. 

Use it for thirty days, then become disappointed; 
pay the bill when it arrives, as it is easier than send-
ing it back; put it on the shelf with the thought you 
will try it later; have it discovered after your death 
by relatives who will toss it away after a moment 
of confusion and disgust over the faint aroma of oil 
and sweat. Illustrated booklet has naked women. 
Promise. No cap sent. Just pictures. Latest from 
Paris. You can see everything.



 They’re different ads, but when jammed so close 
together it seems like a particularly drastic solution for 
excess follicles. 



 Yes, encase yourself in tight, suffocating, cam-
phorated rubber, and lose weight by sweating in 
pained, shameful silence. Her 1909 patent showed 
a garment that went from neck to knees. It did not 
employ binding cinches, so if you wanted the hour-
glass figure seen at left - where the intestines have 
been displaced downward into the buttocks and up-
per thighs - then you’d have to reduce your overall 
weight by wearing the device in August and walk 20  
miles a day pulling a dead mule.



 Read the ad six times and you’ll still have no 
answer to the question.  Does Wikipedia know? 

 “Mechanotherapy is used as term for exer-
cise prescription to promote healing and rehabilita-
tion.  Mechanotherapy is a useful term for exercise 
which is prescribed for rehabilitation  because tis-
sue repair is driven by the physiological and well-
recognized process of 'mechanotransduction'.”

 Well, there you go. Also called “massage.” 
They would have sold many more licenses if they’d 
been up front about the massage part. PEOPLE 
WILL PAY YOU TO TOUCH THEM. Combine that 
with the rubber medicated corsets, and you’d have 
some squirmy pervs who couldn’t sleep for a week. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mechanotransduction
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mechanotransduction


Nervous feet?



 Scientology, the Steampunk years.



 “Beauty” looks like something that came out of the hatch of a Martian tripod in “War 
of the Worlds.”

 “Can take a pound a day off or put it on.”  How does that work? The ad is rather coy 
about the Gibbs Method, but other ads revealed the secret: an “electric roller,” which used 
the therapeutic power of charged particles to convert stored fat into . . . well, it just makes 
it go away, somehow. Or puts it on. It’s electricity! Leave the details for scientists.

 Perhaps the thing just delivered a powerful shock, which left you so nauseated you 
couldn’t eat for hours. It’s doubtful anyone bought this to put weight on. People weren’t 
stupid. If you added 30 pounds and claimed it was because you were struck by lightning, 
no one would believe you. 



 Guaranteed under the Food and Drugs act, 
June 30, 1908? Then surely it was pure. It was:  Pure 
Morphine. Seriously. 65mg per ounce.

 Wise doctors condemned them, but Soothing 
Syrups remained popular for decades, probably be-
cause they gave Mother a moment of peace while the 
tot got lost in a morphine stupor. But the syrups also 
had other merry ingredients;  a NYT editorial in 
1910 said the syrups also included chloroform, codi-
ene, heroin, powdered opium, cannabis indica, often 
combined into stupefying cocktails that would make 
the baby forget about its teeth because it was terri-
fied into silence by the seventeen black dragons 
perched on the edge of the crib. 



In  a certain sense, we’re all fleshy people. 
At the minimum, some flesh is required. 
But if you have too much, the United 
States Medical Dispensary, with all the im-
plied power of the Federal Government be-
hind it, stands ready to make you lose 
weight without bandages.

What sort of bandages did people suspect 
would be used? “Tight lacing” gives us a 
clue, I suppose. Belly-binding cinches that 
pulled in your guts until half of them atro-
phied. 

They never say what their secret is -  it’s 
something mysterious described only in 
terms of what it’s not. “No harmful drugs 
or sickening pills,” for example.  This may 
have been a disappointment. Some lady 
might have remembered how a friend took 
some pills and threw up for a week. 
Couldn’t eat much for a month. Dreadful 
thing, but the poor dear shed one of her 
chins, and didn’t gain it back for a year. A 
whole year! 

Then it came back, and she had to let out 
her necklaces again. 



Sure, that worked. If it has the endorsement of an Eminent Capitalist, it 
must. Note that his eye problems caused “intense bodily pain,” which 
makes it sound as if is optical nerves were wired into his spinal column 
and issued general alarm whenever he saw a sharp object. But the most dis-
turbing thing is the reassurance that “cross eyes” can be “straightened with-
out the knife” - which suggests that was a common treatment.

Of all the things you didn’t want to have done in 1905, having a doctor at-
tempt to uncross your eyes with a knife was probably up in the top five. 
(The top three had to do with dentistry and #4 concerned the prostate.)

Then again, they couldn’t have used the knife. That was just a scare tactic.



Or maybe not.

Seems like a rather extreme treatment for “wild 
hairs” or “watery eyes.” Faced with a choice, most 
would daub or blot.



The image of the child using the device is rather 
unnerving, because A) it makes her look like some-
one whose eyes are bleeding because they just be-
held the face of the Nameless Dread that has slum-
bered beneath this work for millennia, and B) you 
suspect it involved some sort of vacuum pump 
that pulled the eyeballs out until you had the pro-
truding orbs of a rodent. SHOULD BE USED AT 
HOME, because in public people gasp and inch 
away, muttering.



Type to enter text

“This machine rubs much better and much faster than the hands.” 

Unfortunately, this was 1910, eight years away from the discovery of the orgasm. 



TINY LIES: CHAPTER 3

1920s

Land scams and mystic rings; Charlie 
Chaplin and rectal electrification. Jazz 
age ballyhoo. Plus guns!



  

 Hhhhhhhello Miss Hhhhhhalverson, hhhhhhhow 
are you? Hhhale? Hhhhappy? Hhhhealthy? Hhhow nice. 
Hhhhere, hhhave a look at this. 

 What’s the matter? Why that face? 

 By the way, Listerine did not invent the word “halito-
sis.” It was coined in the 19th century, and not after some-
one named Hal, either. It’s Greek for “breath” and “in-
fected, sickly, diseased, and the rest of that stuff we do 
not understand and treat with compounds of camphor 
and leech semen.” Listerine was a powerful brand name, 
and was even appended to a brand of cigarettes, which 
doctors probably handed out to patients with pneumonia. 



 Modern eyes would scan the ad, and offer a sug-
gestion: downplay the whole “acid” part.

 Horsford’s was some stuff you put in water to 
make a Pleasing, Wholesome Drink, and by the time 
of this ad - 1923 - they were touting the tart flavor 
and summer-beverage aspect. You can catch an echo 
of the old patent-medicine days, though: “supplies in 
agreeable form many health-giving properties which 
bring health and strength to body and brain.” Really? 
The Brain? Did anyone ever think “my, ever since I 
started on the Horsford Acid Treatment, my head is 
capable of adding entire rows of sums without using 
paper and pencil”? No. The gullible may have 
thought that a constant diet of these things kept 
them from flying apart, but most sensible people 
knew it was a binary world. Coffee makes you sharp. 
Liquor makes you dull. In between, there’s water. 



 PEEL OFF THE UGLY would be a rather 
modern slogan, if they hadn’t added “things.”

 The user may not have feared that it 
wouldn’t work, but that it would, and work too 
well. You certainly can’t send a letter of complaint 
when it burns off your skin and muscle, leaving a 
gaping hole in the side of your head. The illustra-
tion practically guarantees it, and suggests that 
they will be intact once removed. Big cheek-chunk 
things you can put in a dish with shaking hands, 
because this can’t be right, and later and when 
you come back into the room the dog is chewing 
on one of them. And he gives you that look: what? 
Dogs! You have to love them.  



 People admire dainty ankles and harshly reject 
the fat ones that spill over the edge of your shoe, re-
volting the men who regard a sneak-peak of your 
feet on the subway as their right. No, today’s mod-
ern life demands that your shameless harlot limbs 
be revealed for the gaze and judgment of all, so put 
your gross, swollen hooves into these tight, hot, 
eventually odiferous foot-corsets. Yes, one more re-
straining garment to cinch on daily - but think of 
the relief you will feel when you take them off at 
night, along with every other binding garment that 
presents a waif-like physique so desired by every-
one from the boss to the pimply mailroom boy you 
have to flatter because his uncle runs accounting. 

Washable. Burnable. Also, worry about your el-
bows. Worry a LOT as much as possible.



 The GROWDINA term is probably used to make 
it sound like something you could eat. One tablet with 
meals, and wake up to find you’ve got ‘em out to 
here, sister!   

 If you read the ad closely, there’s no pill, no 
salve. It was actually a series of exercises. The num-
ber of well-busted women who liked their arms who 
sent away for this because they wanted to develop 
their necks was, one suspects, quite small. “Devel-
oped neck” is something that sounds like a descrip-
tion of an East German weightlifter.



 Now that we have you worried about your an-
kles and undeveloped neck, let’s talk about those 
fat lips. The good news: “no cutting.” There’s a re-
lief. People are much more receptive to your tech-
niques once you say the magic words “no cutting.”

 You wonder what qualified as “thick,” and 
whether they would be horrified by modern stan-
dards that tolerate surgically-altered lips that make 
women look like they should be walking down the 
street with a fellow wearing a sailor hat and cussing 
about Huey, Dewey, and Louie.



 Big craze in the 20s for novelty rings that had 
straaaange powers. The Weird Mysto was typical, prom-
ising ancient secrets. They even threw in a free plan to 
make money, which may have included punching peo-
ple in the mouth while wearing the ring and taking their 
wallets.

 The Sun-worshipping snake-head ring: if I could 
guess the demographic, it would be “pimps with pencil 
mustaches.”

 Finally, a ring with a spot for a small picture you 
cut out of a magazine and place carefully in the recess, 
so you can sneak a peak at your fantasy sex partner 
throughout the day, dreaming of a night when he just 
happens to be in town to see how his picture is doing, 
and spies you by the counter getting a Baby Ruth, and is 
captivated by your charm, your dainty ankles, your ele-
gant elbows. He simply must know the name of that rav-
ishing creature! He must! And then as your eyes meet -

 - oh, you forgot to take it off when you did the 
dishes! It’s ruined! It’s ruined! Your husband asks 
what’s wrong, and you run crying from the kitchen - oh 
it’s not the ring, it’s just everything - and he shrugs.

 Women. 



 By some odd coincidence, three months before 
this ad ran, liquor had been banned.



 From Police Gazette, a few items from a column 
that should have been titled HOW TO GET YOUR 
DAMN FOOL ASS SHOT OFF. 



 After a night drinking homemade liquor and 
peeling off loose money from suckers who didn’t have 
the sense to bring their own dice to the game, a fella 
likes a little action - but who wants the French Drip a 
week later? Use ARMY-STRENGTH CONDOMS. 
Made from finest-quality, Government-inspected sur-
plus canvas. 



 I don’t understand it, Mr. Vet. You see that 
burnt spot on Dobbin’s haunch there? That’s 
where I applied the Caustic Balsam. What do you 
think happened? 

 The knowledge that horses can get Laryngitis 
is matched only by the realization that they were 
prone not only to Quittor, but Poll Evil.  It’s an in-
flammation. The Wikipedia entry on the ailment 
has this helpful note: “Fistulous withers is a simi-
lar condition, but on the animal’s withers.”

 Oh, that. You get the sense of what farming 
was like in the old days: if it wasn’t Capped Hock, 
it was fistulous withers. Or drought. Or locusts. Or 
the pert tempting behind of that ewe. The way she 
flaunts it. There oughta be a law! Well, besides the 
ones of God and Man, that is. 



 “Anti-kicker for the cow” might be more ac-
curate; “Anti-Cow Kicker” sounds like a device 
that helps people who really hate cows give those 
bastards what’s coming to them. 



 Yes, that will discourage all contact with the udder, 
all right. One nudge from that thing and Mama Bossie 
will put a hoof in your head so hard you’ll be knocked 
back a week and won’t wake up for two. 



 Poor Nobbin looks like he’d just as soon 
punch you as give you the time of day, no? Dam-
mit, Farmer, you’re the smart biped with the 
salves. I got the Roar and the Choke-Down, or are 
you stone deef? Rub that crap on my neck and let’s 
get to work. 

 Interesting to note that Absorbine Jr. was the 
stuff targeted at the human market, supposedly be-
cause the company heard that farmers were using 
it on themselves. 

 Elmer, you got thick-wind. Let me rub some 
of this on your glands.

 Allright, dear, but turn the lights off, and put 
the picture of my mother face down on the bureau 
there.



 How do they ship them? You don’t want to know. 

 “Pairs not akin,” so if they get to lovin’, you won’t 
have strange sinful incest-puppies.

 A Friend, a Playmate, an indefatigable enemy of 
vermin - surely he deserves more than to be strangled 
by a thick-necked bob-haired farm girl. 



 Just as Absorbine Jr. came from an animal 
product most people haven’t heard about, Puppy 
Chow and Dog Chow were part of a larger line that 
included Cow Chow, Pig Chow, Horse Chow, and 
an ill-fated attempt to help the nutritional develop-
ment of fallen ladies, Hussy Chow.

 No, just made that up. They would have done 
nothing of the sort. The checkboard pattern has a 
spiritual meaning, in a sense. In the beginning the 
pattern was used to make the bags look distinctive, 
but after a few years the founder of the company, 
William Danforth, developed a personal philosophy 
that balanced four elements of one’s life -  Physical, 
Mental, Social, and Religious. The Checkerboard re-
flects this. 

 None of which explains why there was a police-
man outside the barn, or whether he was prepared 
to use force.



 Wi-Fi, the early years. I don’t know how anyone 
could possibly think this would work. How do you 
turn it off? Does this mean your hand will be screech-
ing news and music at you 24/7? Could you hear it 
over the racket of the tractor or the combine? Why 
does it look like mating worms wearing hairnets?

 Note the word KAY in the address, how it 
doesn’t seem to fit with the rest of the type? It’s their 
way of seeing which magazines sold the goods. If Mr. 
Kay got most of the orders, and that was the name 
used for an agricultural mag, then he’d pour his ad 
dollars into farmer mags. 



 “Duplicate prizes in case of Ties.” Yes, I think 
there was a pretty good chance of a tie here. A TIE. 
As in a NECKTIE. By the way, “It is not as easy as it 
looks. Notice his Hat, his Shirt, his Necktie.” Yes, 
TIE ONE ON, if you find it. 

 Trust me, it’s not easy! You think the first and 
fourth are the same, but then they trip you up with 
the hatband.  It’s doubtful anyone got the $1000, 
since the contest had a little secret: none of them 
match. There are subtle differences in the hair that 
eliminate the closest possible match, and the ties 
have minute variations as well. 



 “Carving” isn’t necessarily the word most would 
chose to describe a shaving kit, but maybe that was the 
lingo of the day. “Epidermal Mauler” was probably consid-
ered for a while. Had that fancy high-hat ring to it.  

 Walter Harris sold 800 in 6 weeks? That’s almost 20 
per day.  Two bucks and two bits at the time was about 
$28.00. Walter’s haul, in modern dollars: Seven and a half 
grand. But you know he was fictional. You know most of 
the Agents ended up in a cheap hotel room outside the 
train station, waiting for the local to take to them to the 
next down, where they’d walk up and down the blocks, get-
ting one stone-faced lady at the door after the other, with 
the occasional lonely woman who’d buy one just to have 
someone to talk to. But one a day? One per drinkwater 
burg? Gold mine. Yeah. Sure.

 He fingered the edge of one blade. There had to be an 
easier way. Or an easy way out. 



 So someone’s paging through a magazine, scoffing at 
the same old offers and schemes. Sell knives? Tried that. 
The handles snapped off during the first demonstration. 
Sell salve? The stuff smelled like a muskrat in August. Hey, 
what’s this?

 Wow: that’s just like the big boys do it. They own 
land, have someone else farm it, and live off the profits! 
Makes sense: there’s a big company with a plantation, a 
staff of manual laborers, and a streamlined collection sys-
tem that picks fruit every day and sends it off for distribu-
tion. They own the land. But they just can’t get started! If 
you sent them five dollars, and they transferred the title to 
you, then they could get something going here. 

 There was a Jantha Planation Company, though. 
Around 1913, they sold land in Oaxoca to a group of Brit-
ish investors. The land was cleared and prepared to ac-
cept the gentle seed of the banana, but just as the work 
was completed some local officials told everyone to get 
out. The Mexican Government confiscated the property. 
Sorry, gringo. Next time, pay off the locals. It won’t keep 
you from getting your land taken away, but you might 
have a year or so before we get around to it.

 Jantha itself was a scam, and extracted about $2 mil-
lion from investors. Five dollars at a time? No. According 
to “Empire and Revolution: the Americans in Mexico 
since the Civil War” by John Mason Hart, you paid at 
least $200 per acre for “Clearing, planting and mainte-
nance.”  Apparently they were still doing this into the 
1930s; a 1937 mayoral contest in Pittsburg was rocked by 
charges that one of the candidates was a Jantha man. 

 He was. He won anyway. 



 

 “Catarrhal troubles” meant an inflammation of the 
mucous membranes; it was a catch-all term for trouble-
some goop. But if your drums are relaxed, sunken, 
thickened, perforated, WHOLLY DESTROYED, ma-
ligned, untimely, lustful, scoured, piqued, troubled with 
Flemish Mold, or otherwise not up to snuff, then these 
things will do the trick. Whatever the hell they are. 

 The image of the fellow cupping his ear was the 
idea of Albert Lasker, regarded as the father of modern 
advertising. It had been running for over a quarter of a 
century by 1927. The original was a bit more detailed, 
but you wonder if that 
was just an errand boy 
they asked to pose for a 
second. 

 He probably never 
saw a penny of royal-
ties.



 Good to know that people have been getting 
themselves shot by cops for stupid reasons since olden 
tymes. The gullible may believe that this thing will pro-
tect you from holdup men and “toughs,” but it’ll just 
get you drilled. Nice Prohibition article, though: it has 
a secret compartment for “liquid refreshments,” aka 
rubbing alcohol flavored with a drop of Pine-Sol. The 
cops will never see it. Say, is that man drinking out of 
a gun? No, he can’t be. Well, it’s none of our business 
either way. 



 Act today! The first 1,000,000 gullible mouth-breathing idiots who are 
standing right now at the drugstore counter in a miserable Kansas farm-town 
they’ll never leave will get this ring and the Seven Secret Rules - so secret we 
must move our office every two months or the Knights Templar burst in and 
put everyone to the sword, including the receptionist. 

 It’s a one-caret “Radio-Flash Mexican Diamond Type gem,” also known 
in the trade as “glass,” and if you’re wondering what “radio” has to do with it, 
the answer is simple: radio was high-tech. Radio was modern. Radio was the 
brilliant invention of the day, the  electrical zephyr that blew through the 
minds of man. So this is like that. 

 See also, “cyber.”



 Dr. Quayle’s joint was also known as a “retreat for Drug Addicts, Alcoholics, and Cigarette Inveterates,” 
according to the March 1923 issue of the California State Journal of Medicine. Skeptical of his claims, they 
bought the pills - $25, and that ain’t hay - and subjected to them chemical analysis. They said the “treatment” 
consisted of four boxes of pills,” labeled thus:

“No. 1 -  Eliminative. (Contained three chocolate-coated pills and one capsule.) Meaning: six howling hours on 
the toilet.

No. 2 - Antidote. Contained 323 yellow-coated tablets.

No. 3 - Nerve Tonic. (Contained 37 red-coated pills.)

Special Eliminative Bowel Tablets. (Contained 12 white-coated tables.)

 “The analysis demonstrated that the ‘treatment’ is essentially 1) active elimination by cathartics, 2) the ad-
ministration of atropin during the stage of withdrawn, and 3) the use of strychnine at the end of the ‘treat-
ment.’ No physician will believe that a patient suffering from chronic morphinism can cure himself by any such 
method as that exploited by Quayle.”

Essentially, then it’s a laxative, followed with 323 placebos, then poison, followed with a dose of another poi-
son. 

Great for repeat business. 



 Today we have crack, meth, ice, crank, and other 
monosyllabic words; your basic lazy user can’t be both-
ered with an elegant word like “Paragoric. It was a “cam-
phorated tincture of opium,” invented in 1650 by a doc-
tor with the delightfully reassuring name of Jakob Le 
Mort. The original recipe - intended to relieve asthma - 
consisted of “honey, licorice, flowers of Benjamin, and 
opium, camphor, oil of aniseed, salt of tartar and spirit 
of wine.” But it was the opium that kept ‘em coming 
back for more. It went by many names, including “Bate-
man’s Pectoral Drops” - really - and was used to cure a 
variety of things such as diarrhea, but most often helped 
people who were suffering “not having any paregoric in 
the last 24 hours.” 

 Laudanum is also in the opium family, but consid-
erably less complex. Flowers of Benjamin were optional. 
In related news: why isn’t there a band named Flowers 
of Benjamin?



 This is what you looked like in 1927 when you 
considered having an operation on your piles. (Es-
pecially if you remembered the ad where the knife 
went through the eyeball.) The ad starts by telling 
you that General Weakness Sufferers will be as-
sisted by a new discovery, but it’s uncertain how 
bladder trouble leads to general weakness. Doesn’t 
matter: you will sleep babe-like and arise with pep - 
just by putting an electrical dilator up your nether 
porthole. 

 Perhaps that fellow’s expression is a result of 
the electrical dialator cord touching the hot water 
bottle and shorting out. 



 No one got rich because a rabbit foot, unless 
they sold them. Damned thing looks like a heart.



 Words are not minced! “Polite” phrases are 
forgotten - “the right word is used in the right 
place,” unless it’s a description of certain acts 
where the right thing is put in the wrong place,  in 
which case the wrong word cannot be used in the 
right place, lest it encourage anyone who never 
thought about that before. 



 You’ll learn all the notes - even those new modern 
“backward” ones everyone’s talking about. It’s not the 
simplest instrument in the world to play - that would be 
the triangle - but it was all the rage, and men believed 
they could lure the opposite sex into the backseat of 
their “flivvers” for “petting” and perhaps, after some 
“hooch,” there would be “intercourse,” followed perhaps 
by “tears” or “children” and a nerve-shredding month be-
fore she met you at the counter for a lime rickey and told 
you not to worry. She acted cold, as though she was try-
ing to hurt you for not calling. All you felt was relief. 

 



 Yea-bo? 

 Turn spare time into money by drawing 
quickly in public! These sure-fire “stunts” will earn 
you the term history bestows upon its most notable 
artists:  Competent. The illustration is probably 
how the course’s designer viewed his target market: 
a two-tooth yokel who can’t even draw a stick fig-
ure without the hand looking like the Star of David.

 “No talk or chatter required,” in case you’d al-
ready made the leap to mastering the art of cartoon-
ing and signed on with a vaudeville troupe. “I’ll 
take the job, but I won’t chatter,” you’d say. “Didn’t 
expect that you would,” the manager would reply. 
You’d shake hands. Yes, this fantasy was going 
well. When you replayed it later you’d add some 
ukulele-playing to woo the dancing girls.



 HOT-CHA! Cuba-nudies! “160 photo minia-
tures” was no doubt a catalog of pictures calcu-
lated to be too tiny for use as an effect aid to self-
release, so you’d have to order the Real Thing for 
substantially more money. 

 Another indication of how the internet has 
changed things: today someone can summon up 
naked pictures in three seconds at home. In 1928 
you had to send a dollar to Cuba. And wait. 



 If you need one of these to tell the difference, 
a more useful instrument is available at reputable 
physicians, and they’re called “eyeglasses.”

 Also useful as a chicken sexer and canary-
gender-identification tool.  And it’s an egg tester! 
Drop it on any egg. Does the egg break? Then it’s 
defective.



 For heaven’s sake, couldn’t one just learn the saxo-
phone for the joy of it? Does BIG MONEY have to enter 
into everything? 

 Buescher was legit; they weren’t sending you tin tubes 
that fell apart after an afternoon of fruitless hooting. Clyde 
Doerr appeared in many ads, and was probably familiar to 
readers from his recordings. As for the work being easy and 
pleasant, here’s Doerr’s recollection, from “Another Book 
About Popular American Recording Pioneers: 1895-1925: 
The Unpublished Entries” by Tim Gracyk:

 "I was lucky if I got 2 or 3 hours sleep a night some-
times. Get up in the morning, get in town for a 9 a.m. stu-
dio [session],...get out about 12:30 and grab a little sand-
wich, a little milk, take a taxi cab and hop over to the next 
studio...and then go up for an evening rehearsal in the stu-
dios and then the late broadcasts and then a lot of time go 
out and play all night at the Ritz or the Biltmore or some-
where like that....My heart finally gave out on me after 10 
years. I had to knock it off. I quit for awhile. I had to take it 
easy."

 Good thing - he lived another 44 years after this ad 
ran. That’s the message we take away. PUT DOWN THE 
SAX, AND LIVE. 



 

 We’re become accustomed to unburnable non-
explosive cleaning fluids. The idea that something you 
sprayed on the counter to remove a stain could blow 
you through the roof and fling your lifeless body twenty 
miles from your home - it doesn’t even occur to us. 
We’ve got it pretty good. But it’s made us soft.

 Not as soft as you get when every bone in your 
body was pulverized by a home explosion, of course. 



 This guy again? No, he’s a knockoff. The ad doesn’t 
promise to help with ordinary deafness, but “Catarrhal Deaf-
ness,” which could be stuffed-up ears from a cold. (The word 
“Catarrhal,” as you may suspect by now, was applied willy-
nilly. The clap was probably “catarrh of the willy” in some 
ads.) The oil was also good for “Head Noises,” which could 
mean “pouring it in the drink of your nagging wife, since it’s 
mostly strychnine,” but who knows. 

 The method of application seems SUPER SCIENTIFIC: 
put it in your nose. 



 The good thing to know about the Magic Nose 
Flute: “There is no fingering.”



 Man, just quit while you’re ahead. Say it’s for gall-
stones and leave it at that. Don’t drag “indigestion” 
and “chills” into it. FOCUS. 

 A 1934 lawsuit against  Frank Granzow, “trading 
as “Dr. Hildebrand’s Laboratories,” said that the gunk 
violated the Food and Drugs Act. He pled guilty and 
paid a $40 fine. In the course of the investigation, the 
government analyzed the pills, and hello, it’s our old 
friend strychnine, alone with “soap” and “plant fiber.” 

 Granzow may have overstepped the usual bounds, 
since his version of the product also claimed that it was  
useful to combat “Despondency” and “poor concentra-
tion.”

 Dying of strychnine poisoning will do that, I sup-
pose.  



 An ad from 1929 that looks like a drawing from the 
Pilgrim era. Goodwyfe Constance Smythe doth found her 
pious neck best by a growth of Large size, and tho’ the 
Learned doctors did sufpect a goitre, the Rupture of the 
skin and the appearance of a Profusion of spiders doth 
proved the malady was of a Rural nature. She was treated 
with Tincture of Ash and a Poultice of candied gin. 



 Hey, boss, there was a mix-up at the plant, and they 
made 200 gallons extra of that black lacquer we sold to 
the Navy to paint the wood on the piers. What you want I 
should do with it?



 Hall’s was a venerable brand, going back to the 
1870s, at least; one of the most powerful and success-
ful vendors of these quack nostrums got his start as 
as agent for Hall’s. The American Medical Associa-
tion noted in 1917 that Hall’s had been forced to 
change its name from “Catarrh Cure” to “Catarrh 
Medicine” because, well, it cured nothing. It was 26 
proof, with some sugar, gentian, cardamon, caraway, 
and water, and probably pool-cue chalk.  The de-
bunking article in the AMA’s “Journal” noted the ad-
vertising clam - “$100 for any case of catarrh Hall’s 
couldn’t cure.”  A fellow drank 26 bottles of the stuff 
and said he felt even worse. 

 The company’s response: “He had not taken 
enough to give the medicine a fair chance.” 



 The appeal of these ads is always the same: 
make women do what you want. Make them come to 
your house! Say they adore you! Insist that your pim-
ples are really “love blossoms”! Insist they like a man 
with a large, oily nose. This is accomplished by know-
ing exactly how to make jagged lines come out of 
your fingertips, but once this still has been mastered 
you can cure disease and overcome the obstacles to 
your success, which are not entirely defined as 
“cheek-fields of ripe blemishes,” but let’s be honest, 
they play a major role. 



 Have you some troublesome ailment? No? 
Would you like some? Like a gash on your collar-
bone when this thing slips and smacks down on 
your shoulder, perhaps?  No obligation; no sales-
man with a gay, cosmopolitan attitude that speaks 
of a world beyond your home will call to relieve the 
loneliness and tedium of life; nothing will happen. 
Least of all relief.

 At least we know now what causes Ailments: 
congestion. And we know what solves it: a light-
bulb with some red dye. But it only works on need-
less pain. Useful, important pain is yours to bear.



 Mail-order he-man hard-hitting blue-steel guns 
and an enticement of “unusual opportunities” in South 
America - they go together so well. Unfortunately, they 
end the same way: sweating, on your back, staring at 
the barrel of a corrupt policeman’s rod, looking around 
the room for salvation or sympathy - Rosalita! Tell him! 
Tell him I had nothing to do with the robbery! She 
shrugs: eet ees too bad, senor. I can do nothing. You re-
alize she’s in on it. She’s been in on it all along. What a 
sap: the whole thing was a set-up, from the ad in the 
magazine to the suave fellow in the white suit who met 
you at the dock, to the beautiful cafe waitress who took 
a sudden interest in you when you walked into the cafe 
that steamy night that now seems like a million years 
ago. They played you for the sap from the start. 

 Or so you think it might go. So you just buy the 
gun. 



 No doubt pronounced “Seeb - ack - RO-
SCO -pay.” 

 The century was young, but I think they 
were right: it was the wonder of the 20th cen-
tury. More than radio, commercial flight, sky-
scraper construction, or mass media. This. 



 Oh, for heaven’s sake, do the scams never end? A 
magic lighter? Scientific marvel? Probably has a little mag-
nifying glass that focuses the rays of the sun on the tip of 
the cigar. Just stand there for half an hour, and eventually 
it’ll burn. 

 So you might well think, since you’re already jaun-
diced about these ads, and believe that every one of them 
is a scam, a hunk of bunkum, a devious bit of rube-foolery 
designed to part distant strangers from their cash, and poi-
son them in the process. But look at the address. Bradford, 
PA.

 There’s a company in Bradford that still sells lighters 
today. Goes by the name of Zippo. 



 Teh puzzel si nto veyr hadr, si ti?

 Tenudi Staset was tough, sure, but the first two examples gave you 
confidence. Once you’d figured out the devilish code that scrambled 
ENGLAND into the incomprehensible hash of LAND ENG, and realized 
that ADA CAN could be transposed to CANADA, you had the sensation 
of blinding clarity that accompanies most great insights. 



TINY LIES: CHAPTER 4

1930s

Modern advertising was born in the 
30s, you could say; the stuffed-shirts 
were shown the door, and copy-heavy sol-
emn busy ads were replaced with clean 
crisp graphics. 

Except in the tiny ads sections, where it 
was business as usual - if a bit racier. 



 Write today to the American Frog Canning Company! If you’re won-
dering why anyone would can frogs, except to provide someone with a 
horrible shock when they open up the can of jellied cranberries and find 
a big wet asphyxiated amphibian staring up at you, think frog legs. Yes, 
that delicacy that took the country by storm. American Frog Canning’s 
other ads said the natural supply of frogs was exhausted, and they 
needed people willing to ship tens of thousands of frogs to the cannery 
every year.  

 What a popular fellow you’ll be down at the local post office. 



 Meant one thing for women, and another for men. 

 Let’s just hope they didn’t mix up the package at 
the loading dock. 



 “Boss! We need gears!”

 “What kind?”

 “All kinds! We’re just plain flat out of gears down the 
factory floor!”

 “Well, hold on. I’m reading Thrilling Adventure Tales. 
There’s usually a small ad for gears in the back. Let me 
look.”



 You don’t know if it promotes regular menstrua-
tion or causes spontaneous abortions. Or both.



 Well, that’s easy for you to say. Okay: Lemuria 
was the Pacific version of Atlantis, at least according 
to the Lemurians. They insist that Jesus not only vis-
ited the lost continent, but reigned for a thousand 
years as the Emperor of Atlantis. After that it’s some-
what unclear; he may have retired to Phoenix. 

 “Incal Malixetho” means “God is imminent in Na-
ture,” in some ancient tongue spoken with astonish-
ing fluency by 1930s copywriters.



 Stop looking for something difficult! Buy 
an enormous metal can that superheats oil 
that sears flesh on contact! Everyone likes to 
buy potato chips from a stranger with a welter 
of tiny oil-spatter scabs on his face who carries 
them around in greasy brown bags and has an 
air of desperation, hoping this will be the thing 
that turns his life around. 

 



 “A mere movement doesn’t get at the 
cause.” Well, define “mere.”

 On second thought, that’s okay.

 Calomel was a form of mercury, used to 
move the mail when things backed up; ads in 
the old days were obsessed with regularity, and 
to judge from all the tonics and pills and purga-
tives, about 50% of the population went around 
with six days’ worth of meals queued up and 
ready for shipping. 

 Note: if your product is designed to hasten 
a movement, however mere, it might not be 
best to suggest you will have to jump out of bed, 
rarin’ to go. Some people might be sound sleep-
ers. 



 The old soft-sell. Flatter your customers, that’s the ticket. 
Or, if they’re so disfigured by suppurating pustules, just hit ‘em 
with the horrible truth. You there! Youthful person! Is your 
skin pimple-massed? Of course. That’s why you’re still reading. 

 The ad promises to tell you what causes your repulsive-
ness, and teases you with some science: important glands are 
taking poisons from your intestines and pushing them out your 
pores. You are literally s**t-faced. No wonder you are 
shunned. God, you’re ugly. 



Darn right we’ll send it in a plain envelope, but just for fun 
sometimes we rip off a corner so it looks like it was damaged 
in transit, and then the postman has to tape it up, and you 
spent a week in a panic: did he see? Did he see? Ha ha! 
Fruit. 



 He’s a  Secret Service Operator, trained to blend in, 
work in the shadows, and look just like every other guy in 
a bow tie and top hat. Follow him! Follow him right down 
the alley, wondering where he’s gone - and then in a flash 
his scarf is around your neck, his breath in your ear, de-
manding to know who sent you. “The Institute -” you 
stammer. “The Institute of Applied Science! They told me 
to follow you!”

 You hear a soft chuckle just as the knife goes in.



 I don’t know if was supposed to make fistula 
sufferers glad they were married, or lonely people 
grateful they didn’t have fistula. 



 Oh, to heck with the ash-trays and bookends. Guys 
want to make that girl. So she’s missing a few limbs! That 
just makes it art. It’s not wrong to get all bothered if it’s 
art, is it? 

 If resorts want them, and you can sell them to resorts 
for a dollar, and they can be made for as low as 6 cents, 
wouldn’t resorts just buy the kit and make the damned 
things themselves?



Your choice! Depending on what was in En-Ar-Co, this 
combination of ads could be called “Cause and Effect.” 



 Apparently in 1933, “love scenes of Germans in 
life-like Actions” had a particular appeal to the smut-
hound. Perhaps the decadent perfumes of Weimar Ger-
many wafted over to these shores, or perhaps it was 
just the naughty appeal of those Daring Continentals. 

 You can understand why the GARGOYLE PRESS 
wanted your age before they sent you spanking books, 
but occupation? Possibly because some inspectors 
were so dim they put down “law enforcement.”

 Well, they couldn’t lie. That would be wrong.  



 “Erosion” sounds like a distinctly non-erotic combination of “erection” 
and “lesion,” but “Doses of Strap Oil” may be the frankest title in the history 
of whippin’ lit.

 The ad only had two books. The promise to get three for five may have 
convinced the target market that the third was so spicy its existence could 
only be implied.

 Probably a feed catalogue.



 Glover’s! For Men who aren’t afraid to admit they 
have something that also bothers dogs.



 Women repelled immediately! Subscriptions to science-fiction magazines appear in your  mail-
box, as if by magic! Use it to calculate how much weight a bridge can take, or how much taunting you 
can take in gym class before you finally snap and tell ol’ Flash he’s nothing but a superannuated 
baby. He won’t even know what it means. There will be a moment when he’s confused - and that’s 
when you look at Dorothy, and see how she’s realized what a phony Flash is, how brain beats brawn 
in the end. 

 Send away for two! Because Flash will snap the first one in his bare hands just to get your goat. 



 Makes sense: mail rackets to people, pay them to 
string it, then cover shipping to return the rackets. 
Much cheaper than having it done at the store where 
you bought the racket in the first place. 



 Thurber cashes in! He’d often say he’d refused 
offers to use his art in ads, but he did a series of       
pictures for Bug-A-Boo, a subsidiary of Vacuum Oil.  
Here the man commands the wife and children to 
spray clouds of poison at each other, which seems 
like the sort of thing Thurber enjoyed.



 Yes, anyone can play it.

 That’s the problem. 

 These things were the bane of grade-schoolers for 
decades. Anyone who plays them remembers something 
you usually don’t associate with a musical instrument: a 
horrible plastic taste, like you were having  sexual rela-
tions with a robot whose skin was made of petrochemical 
resins.



 Oh, so now science advises against filthy leg straps. It 
was okay with science before, but suddenly they change 
their mind.

 The ad may be correct to assert that Cruel Pressure is 
wrong, but if you’re going to cite Science, don’t name your 
product the “Magic Dot.” If you think the device may have 
been less than efficacious, congrats: you’re smarter than the 
fools who sent away for it. The Magic Dot was the work of 
John Homan, an Ohio quack who also came up with some-
thing the AMA called “an electric rectal dilator.” Dilation be-
ing a standard attribute of rectums in their normal state, the 
AMA did not approve it.

 The FTC told him to knock it off in 1929, but he kept at 
it. He tied up the Feds until 1935, when the government in-
structed the Postmaster General that all mail to Homan’s 
“New Scientific Institute” should be returned to sender, with 
the word FRAUDULENT stamped on the front. 

 If you’re wondering how he made his money: he sent 
the strap for the device in a sealed envelope, with a note that 
said you’d have to pay if you broke the seal. Bingo. 



 A moment of silent respect for the guy who figured out a way to make people pay to 
learn Pig Latin. 

 Maybe not: “Zend” was the term for late-middle Persian language commentaries on 
the texts of Zoroastrianism, and in the late 18th century a British writer mistook the term 
for the language itself. So perhaps it’s just a phrase book from a Tehran University history 
class. 

 Sounds as foreign as Greek! That was  apparently the gold-standard for furriner bab-
ble. 



 Transgendered, or just drag?

 Google doesn’t pull up anything for a Gholson’s 
Hatchery, but there’s a Gholson’s Funeral Home in 
McLeansboro. One suspects that’s Mr. G right there, look-
ing as if he’d fit well in his descendent’s endeavors.

 



 Be popular like Bill! He knows what to do with 
dead things. He likes to work with dead things. He pre-
fers to work with dead things. Digging out the brains is 
the best part!

 Bill smells like the grave! Everyone avoids him ex-
cept Fred. In a few years they’re going to steal a car 
and go driving. Fred knows what Bill will suggest. Bill 
knows Fred’s just waiting to hear the words. 

 What did Bill say about screams? Fred tries to re-
member. First time you don’t like it. Then you get used 
to it. Then you look forward to it. Somethin’ like that!



 This is an ad for selling the guns to other people. 
Amway with tears. 

 Demonstrations must have been fun. I’d think  
you’d have better luck with the “Police Club Gun,” 
which would seem to cover all your incapacitation 
needs, or the “Riot Bomb.”  Scatters limbs for a 10-
yard radius! Sells itself upon demonstration!



 Do you really want an answer to that? Well, maybe to dull the memory of send-
ing in a dollar bill for some chalky tasting stuff that not only didn’t put the wowser 
back in the dowser but made you pee orange for a week, that’s why you want to dope 
yourself. Again. 



TINY LIES: 5

1940s

War? Oh, there were some ads that 
pertained to the war, but most of this 
stuff was aimed at the gullible ma-
roons who believed in magic amulets, 
or were unfit for service due to rup-
tures or age. Or both! 



 There are several words to describe her, but “fasci-
nating” works only if you’re transfixed by dour, suspi-
cious women who just don’t understand why you have 
to go back to war right now when she made plans to go 
to the beach next weekend.  She told her friends you’d 
be there. And now she’ll just look like you stood her up.

 Oh, war, war, MPs, AWOL, that’s all you men talk 
about



  . . . by strumming it with your think, calloused 
hand and moving your fingers randomly, expecting the 
sound to be dubbed like it is in the movin’ pictures! 



 Department DA-17, eh? Mr. Newton must have had a vast and complex enter-
prise. Actually, as we’ve noted before, this was just a way to tell which magazine had 
run the ad. 

 As for the plan, I’ve no idea. Maybe he had you wear that mask around bars until 
you associated constant beating with the smell of spirits. Aversion therapy, the early 
years. 



 Something told me that the drops sold more than the chewing gum. Don’t ask me why. A hunch. 



 “Oh-boy” indeed: pre-war quality fireworks! Was 
there a drop-off in quality during the war? No doubt: 
anything that would go BANG and take off a finger was 
diverted to beat the Nazis. On the Fourth during the war 
people had to blow into paper bags and pop them be-
tween their hands. 

 But then the war ended, hurrah! And five bucks 
could get you  plenty of “pre-war quality” fireworks 
through the mail. Wasn’t that a risk? No; they soaked 
each box in water before sending it. 

 There’s nothing in the ad about the fireworks actu-
ally igniting, you know. 



 What the hell was this stuff? Retroactive 
thalidomide? Arms slough off without trouble-
some exercise; stumps self-cauterize! Face de-
forms in ONE NIGHT, and can be shaped like 
putty in the morning. 



 Note: if your body is 59% hair, buy the Extra Value 
Size.

 You can keep it in your purse and use it anytime, any-
where! Which is good when the full moon rises and the 
transformation into a wolf begins, but work fast. 

 When you think about it, “Velvatize” could have just 
been a single razor blade.  

 



 “The magnetic influence of lodestones, sup-
posed to attract power and luck, was probably 
the reason ancient occult people considered 
them to be a powerful lucky charm.”

 Either no one at Magnet Products believed 
in this crap, or the postal inspectors had been 
making some mutterings about exaggerated 
claims. If the latter, they probably waited a 
month or two, then took out the qualifications. 
The Federal boys just have to work it out of 
their system every once in a while. 



 Our labs have distilled the essence of Honey-
moons, and perfected this alluring blend of fear, body 
loathing, awkwardness, and crushing disappoint-
ment! For men or women, although the men’s con-
tainer of Honeymoon sauce is  designed to spill out 
all at once before you’ve had the chance to apply it. 



 Was this stuff different from Honeymoon Drops? Those 
were made by VELMO; this was made by BULCO. Possibly 
they also sold Bewitchment Drops under the name of 
KRAMSO, and in each case it was just water and essence of 
clove, sold to gullible people who believed that a lack of at-
tractive features, BO that would corrode a battleship hull, 
and a hairy wen on the tip of the nose could be overcome by 
something that smelled like the room in a funeral home 
where they put all the flowers at the end of the day. 



 Delightful pets! Everyone wants a Syrian toy bear. Clean, except for the small 
identically-sized feces that resemble those hard sprinkles people put on cupcakes. 
Yes, they’re adorable! Breed them and sell them to adoring children, or ship them 
off in bulk to labs for horrible experimentation. THEY NEED THOUSANDS. They 
go through those things like Kleenex, frankly. 



 Interesting piece of early “psychological” advertising 
that tried to make people want to try Twenty Grands, just 
to throw their prosperity in that bum’s face. Don’t tell me 
what to do, Harry. Besides, I can quit ‘em anytime I 
want.

 “Twenty Grand” was the name of a horse that lit up 
the circuit in 1931; he won most races worth winning, and 
was named Horse of the Year. The name still had currency  
15 years later - indeed, the displays featured a picture of 
the horse, just to cement the natural relationship between 
horse-racing and sharp metal objects used to remove facial 
hair. 

 



 You could take that thing and sell it in Euro-
pean swimwear stores right now. Especially if if said 
“entirely different.” 



 What STRANGE POWER can this ad copy pos-
sess??? We make no claim that our attorneys have gone 
over every word to ensure the postal authorities do not 
come for us; yet, some say it is an object that resembles 
something prized by people who prize objects such as 
this. Keep in pocket. Press into leg while on subway to 
prevent being aroused. Finished in “money color” 
green, which rubs off and stains flesh. 

 Comes with “Power Brand Sealing Wax,” because 
they bought a ton of that crap to sell as Mystic Fortune 
Putty. Not one sale. Not. One. 



 “One of the most famous so-called LUCK 
ROOTS,” you say? Don’t be so modest. It’s High 
John  the Conqueror Root, for heaven’s sake! The 
Root Napoleon put in his shoe when he crowned him-
self Emperor!  

 Every order includes dressing oil, so you can oil 
your root. Luck will not come to a man who fails to 
oil his root. 



 Send now for a book, “Why Success Eludes People Who Read 
Tiny Ads in the Back of Science-Fiction Magazines.” Or just take a 
good long look in the mirror and save yourself the money. Seriously, 
walk in front of a bus or something.  It’s not going to get any better. 
Have you oiled your root twice today? Well, there’s part of your prob-
lem right there. 



 Yes, you’re gay. That will be one dollar. 
Thank you.



 Black Herman was the stage name of Ben Rucker, an 
African-American magician whose act included a “buried 
alive” routine. He’d be interred in front of the press, then 
three days later would show up on stage. HOW DID HE 
DO IT? THE DARK ARTS!   He was buried for good after 
he had a heart attack on stage and died at the age of 42. 
The audience thought it was part of the show. People 
probably asked for refunds. 

  When this ad came out in 1946,  he’d been dead for 
14 years.  

  The book “purports” to tell you how to “interpret 
your dreams numerically,” which combines several useless 
non-empirical disciplines into one efficient waste of time. 
If you dream about the number 1, it’s possible you’re think 
ing of the dollar you wasted on Black Herman’s revela-
tions.



 Now, complex piles, that’s a whole different 
story. 



 You will also find that dogs whine at your ap-
proach from a block away. You will also find that 
coarse sandpaper rubbed directly on the spot where 
the drop was applied will lessen the smell appreciably. 

 The phrases “only $1.00 for this $2.00 bottle” 
seems at variance wit the assertion “In business for 70 
years,” unless the entire business was Paul Rieger’s at-
tempt to dispose of a substantial inheritance. 



Have sex like Egyptians! Whatever that means.  But they 
were mysterious and schooled in the Art of Love, some-
thing proved by Cleopatra. She died for love. Or use 
LOVE ME, and be reminded of Marc Antony, who died 
for love, or Romeo and Juliet, who -

Hey, anyone check whether a homicidal maniac was send-
ing people topically-applied cyanide? That’ll cling to you 
for hours, which is helpful to the police: the almond 
aroma narrows down the cause of death. Maybe even the 
time, too.

“I still smell the Love Drop in all its intoxicatin’ allure, 
chief. So I’d say it’s been on the stiff an hour, two tops.”



Al Garry: GAGMASTER. That was his bondage-
dungeon name, too.

There’s a difference between gags and jokes. The for-
mer are funny because they sound funny, have some 
wordplay, and contain exaggeration - he’s so dumb he 
thought Mae West was springtime in the Rockies! Not 
actually funny. Gags are not believable. Jokes, on the 
other hand, are constructed narratives; they have a 
set-up, a premise, and a conclusion. It takes skill to 
write jokes. 

It takes less skill to write gags, but one could teach 
someone the rudiments of gag construction. The 
course was six bucks, which wasn’t cheap - about 
$75.00 today. But you also got 1000 side-splitting 
gags, which of course you would send off to radio 
shows, thinking this is my ticket. You probably got a 
rejection letter:

“Nice try, Kid. Sincerely, Al Garry.”



Google the “Seal of Jupiter,” and nothing that looks 
like this comes up. note that it says “VIGO,” which 
could be a reference to the evil spirit of the second 
Ghostbusters movie. In which case it predicted the 
future, but not in any useful way. I mean, the guy’s 
name wasn’t a secret, or anything. 



Remember, men - Poslam is Malsop spelled backwards!

Google the name and you’ll find people in obscure mes-
sage boards clamoring for its return, because Grandma 
had it and it worked just great. The ingredients: Tar Dis-
tillate, Sulfur, Salicylic Acid,Phenol 0.35%, Zinc Oxide, 
Menthol, Lanolin.  The American Medical Association’s 
book of Nostrums, vol. 1, says these things are common 
in skin creams, and certainly didn’t mean this was any-
thing special.

That’s what they said in 1909. Poslam appears to have 
slid off the market in the early years of the 21st century. 
Not a bad run. 



As conversation-starters go, “Prostatitis?” isn’t the 
most effective. Especially if you’re looking 
reeeeeal friendly and you have that Dila-Therm in 
a special holster. 



We conclude with this: the life of Tiny Ad 
patrons summed up in one simple col-
umn.



The End
Thanks for reading! If you found this slender diversion to be a reasonable ex-

pense of your precious mortal allotment, many more such entertainments can 
be found at lileks.com. 

James Lileks

April 2013
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