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Patent Medicines
A unregulated market in the 1800s briefly spelled success in
Vermont for makers of all kinds of outlandish cure-alls.
T THE END OF THE CIVIL WAR, THE UNITED
States was ready for economic and physiological healing. Several Vermonters stepped into the postwar financial and health care vacuum, selling healing elixirs to their fellow countrymen. The names Paine, Wells, Greene, Smith, and
Kendall became well known across the land as cases of patent
medicines were shipped across the country to alleviate people's
ailments and to create fortunes for their producers.
The term "patent medicine" had its origins in the late 17th
century when European monarchs issued "letters patent"
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Th e interior of a Montpelier apothecary in the late 1800s. Druggi sts compounded
prescription s from ba sic ingredients, and some started their own medicin al com panies. Old glass bottles from their stores are collectors' items today.
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granting certain rights to individuals or companies, including
the right to use royal endorsements in the marketing of medicines that the royals found beneficial. In this country, the term is
generally applied to a wide array of elixirs, nostrum, salves, liniments, and tonics advertised as having broadly beneficial and
often extraordinary health benefits along with "guarantees" of
their effectiveness.
The formulations of these proprietary medicines were carefully guarded secrets but they often included roots, herbs, water,
alcohol, and opiates; some had positive effects but many were
dangerous and some produced addictions. The unbridled patent
medicine marketplace was reined in by the passage of the Pure
Food and Drug Act of 1906, but before that date many patent
medicine companies achieved notable successes in the Green
Mountain State.
In Vermont, one of the early, successful patent medicine enterprises was founded in 1855 by druggist John M. Henry of Waterbury. He advertised his product, "Henry's Vermont Liniment,"
as "The Best Pain Killer in the World." He warranted its use
for "rheumatism, inflammation, cramps, sprains, bruises, cuts,
burns, flesh wounds, spasms, toothache, sudden coughs, colds,
bowel complaints, dysentery, etc."
When John's son, William Wirt Henry, returned to his hometown following the Civil War, he rejoined his father's company,
Henry & Company. They soon brought into the company Waterbury native and much-decorated Civil War hero William
Wells. Both veterans began simultaneous political careers in
Waterbury and continued them in Burlington after the company
moved there in 1868.
Henry & Company went through several splits with one of
its offspring, Wells, Richardson & Co., founded in 1872, retaining the patent medicine business. In less than two years Wells,
Richardson was supplying patent medicines, dyes, and flavoring extracts to a large portion of the druggist trade in New England and northern New York. Wells, Richardson grew to an internationally recognized brand through aggressive advertising
techniques. In 1874, the entrepreneurs built a large, fo ur-story
building on College Street that not only housed their manufac-
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In the "dry" state of late 1800s Vermont, it was no mere
coincidence that alcohol wa s a key component of many
popular patent medicines; Paine's Celery Compound
(left) contained between 18 and 21 percent alcohol.

turing areas but also included an extensive printing department
to aid their vigorous advertising efforts. According to historian
Don Fritsche!, Wells, Richardson's advertising budget went from
$4,000 to more than $500,000 in 25 years.
One of Wells, Richardson's most popular products was Paine's
Celery Compound, a product that they purchased from Windsor druggist Milton K. Paine in the late 1880s. It contained celery seed, red cinchona, orange peel, coriander seed, lemon peel,
hydrochloric acid, glycerin, simple syrup, water, and alcohol.
In fact, when this product was analyzed after the passage of the
Pure Food and Drug Act, it was found to have between 18 and 21
percent alcohol!
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While M.K. Paine hit it big with his Celery Compound, he
also had other products. His Union Hair Restorative was, he
claimed, "the best preparation ever offered to the public." It possessed a var iety of powers including restoring color to hair and
beard, removing dandruff, preventing hair loss, promot ing hair
growth, and making hair "soft and lustrous."
Milton also advertised a product called Green Mountain Balm
of Gilead and Cedar Plaster. Advertising his product with an engraving of nearby Ascutney Mountain, Milton bragged that his
product "is universally acknowledged to be the best plaster ever
known." It was supposed to dissipate soreness and extract "the
coagulated poisonous impurities of the system." Milton, wh ile
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The notion that the company's name might be easily transposed with the term for a feeble -minded, gullible person may have escaped this patent medicine
advertiser in his rush to promote the I-do-it-all product.
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B.J. Kendall's company, with offices in both Enosburgh
Falls, Vermont and Montreal, Quebec, Canada, was a prolific advertiser in the days before the first automobiles
made their appearance.

A Famous Vermont
Remedy.
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should be prepared for ~he common
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have on hand the approved remedy,
the one everybody knows and endorses,
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Alhany N. Y . 77 Paik A,·e., March 8, 1905.
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Vermont.
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admitting in advertising that he had made money on the product, emphasized that he was offering his product as a public service.
Wells, Richardson wasn't the only large patent medicine company in the state. Another was the Dr. B.J. Kendall Company of
Enosburg Falls. Founder Burney James Kendall graduated from
the University of Vermont Medical College in 1868 and developed a "spavin cure" to treat lameness in horses. He expanded
his product line to include a variety of remedies for human and
animal ailments. His company advertised that its "human flesh "
formulation could cure rheumatism, corns, bunions, frostbites,
bruises, cuts, sprains, and lameness. One advertising sheet contained a testimonial from Robert M. Krum of Lehighton, Penn sylvania: "I walked on crutches for ten years until I used your
Spavin Cure."
Carmi L. Marsh, a local far mer and Civil War veteran, joined
the company in 1879. Olin Merrill and Moses P. Perley soon
joined the firm as business took off. The company eventually employed 30 to 40 people and had a large Victorian headquarters in
Enosburg. Burney left the company in 1889 but the other three
businessmen remained, becoming important philanthropists in
their hometown.
Although not as prolific an advertiser as Wells, Richardson
from the big city of Burlington, B.J. Kendall was still a form idable promoter. At the height of its popularity in the late 1890s,
the company had an advertising budget of $75,000 a year and
produced many pieces of advertising, including a stunning
large chromolithographic poster of a woman standing beside
a horse with the company's imposing factory building in the

John C. Coolidge (right), father of President Calvin Coolidge, and neighbor John Wilder sit near the stove at Cilley's Store in Plymouth Notch. Signs advertising Kemp's
Balsam salve hang above their heads.

THE HERMITAGE DEERFIELD VALLEY REAL ESTATE

ermont Country Contemporary. Great house in a great location with uninterrupted views of Haystack peak and
ski area. Warm and inviting from the minute you walk in. 20 ft ceilings, floor to ceiling stone fireplace and wall
of windows looking to the west. Recently remodeled kitchen, stainless steel appliances & Large dining area. Main level
has a generous foyer and a cozy den w/ fireplace. Master suite and guest bedroom with bath. Lower level features 2
bedrooms, ample storage, workshop and bath. Exterior boasts a 42Xl 2 deck with incredible views, landscaped yard,
stone walls, over sized 2 car garage and a paved driveway. Being Offered for $599,000. Call to find out more.

V

183 Route 100, West Dover, VT 05356 I Office: 802-464-3055 I Fax: 802-464-2069 I Info@HermitageDVRE.com
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background that has become emblematic of the patent medicine
trade in Vermont.
BJ Kendall employed other advertising techniques in addition to print media. The company sent out distinctive wagon s
with matched pairs of horses, a driver, and a groomsman to
promote its products at agricultural fairs across the country. Dr.
Kendall wrote two pamphlets, A Treatise on the Horse and Hi s
Diseases and Th e Doctor at Hom e, which were widely circulated
by the horse-drawn sales fo rce and even translated into German.
A smaller yet prosperou s company was operated by Lester H .
Greene in Montpelier. Lester, who had operated successive drugstores in Swanton, St. Johnsbury, and Montpelier, claimed that
his Greene's Wa rranted Syrup of Tar was "sold by nearly every
druggist in New England ." The demand fo r his cold remedy became so great that in 1898 he fo rmed a separate company fo r the
manufacture of the sy rup. The company erected a three-story
building on River Street in Montpelier and employed numerous
people there.
The label on the bottle of Greene's syrup claimed that it contained alcohol, heroin, and chloroform "compounded in proportions and by processes known only to the proprietors." In 1916,
the United States attorney fo r the District of Vermont began an
investigation into Greene's Wa rra nted Syrup of Tar not fo r its
addictive and intemperate ingredients, but fo r its claims to be a
remedy for croup and all throat and lung affections in violation
of the Food and Drugs Act. The company pied guilty for fa lse
advertising and the court imposed a fine of $50. The unwa nted publicity from the lawsuit seemed to have put Greene's out
of business because its m anu fac turing bui lding was soon purchased by the U. S. Clothespin Company.
W hile Wells, Richardson & Co., Dr. BJ Kendall Company,
and Lester H. Greene were big names in the patent med icine
business in the state, there were numerous other, smaller enterprises scattered around the state. According to historian J. Kevin Graffa gnino, most Vermont patent medicine producers were
qu ite small, consisting of a local druggist and a few employees.
Although all areas of Vermont had their patent medicine companies, many were located in Franklin County. At least two other
companies were located in Enosburgh: D.S. Green made a blood
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Eleven men gather at an unidentified store in Hartford, Vermont (be low). An advertising man has apparently stopped by recently, posting signs for Elmer's Pain-Killing Balm and Sloan's Liniment on the
front steps.
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Among signs in the window of the general store in West Windsor (above) is
one for Dr. Daniel 's Medicines and Diamond Dyes, made by Burlington patent
medicine manufacturer Wells, Richardson & Co.

,~ It c111·es Cnt8, Rurni', Bruises. Boils, Cracked-hands. Freezes. Corus a111l Bunions. 1''or a
Strengthening Pla:;ler it ha:; no eq ual.

PRICE 25 CENTS. S:>LD EVERYWHERE.

JUST THE FACTS
To see more examples of advertisements for Vermont patent
medicines, visit vermonthistory.org/patent_medicine.
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Call (802) 479-8500 or visit

purifier and nerve tonic while Kimball Brothers made
Blackberry Balsam, Quick Relief, and other products. Bedell's Balsam or "Indian Salve" came from Richford and
Dr. Rowell's "Invigorating Tonic" was produced in another
nearby town, East Franklin. St. Albans was home to G.W.
Lepper's Unrivaled Healer and concoctions made by three
generations of the Dutcher family, while Georgia hosted
Smith's Green Mountain Renovator, a tonic that used alcohol and other ingredients to cure syphilis and other diseases.
Franklin County did not have a monopoly on patent
medicines. Farther south, C.F. Smith in West Topsham
made Church's Elixir and George G. Smith made Smith's
Rheumatic Cure in South Londonderry. In Newbury, F. &
H. Keyes produced Dr. Carter's Pulmonary Balsam while
in Norwich, Israel Newton prepared bitters that were sold
by M.K. Paine. Israel and Milton Paine claimed that "As a
preservative of health, it ranks high, perhaps above anything ever before offered to the public. It strengthens the
viscera, adds tone and vigor to the whole system, and defends the constitution against moisture, cold and many
contagious disorders."
Despite their questionable ingredients and exaggerated
claims, patent medicines were an economic force in postCivil War Vermont. They generated fortunes for several
veterans of that conflict and provided a presumed panacea
to a populace reeling from the effects of war. Patent medicines also ushered in a new era of advertising in which bold
graphics and oversized claims caught the public's attention. Many examples of patent medicine advertising survive in repositories of historical artifacts across the state,
including at the Vermont Historical Society in Barre. f
Paul Carnahan is the librarian of the Vermont Historical Society.

