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It’s been suggested for years that back in the days before prohibition and the beginnings of 
regulation of foods and drugs in the United States, people who were otherwise teetotalers 
frequently were, wittingly or unwittingly, secret drunks. 

Surely unscrupulous manufacturers of nostrums had much to gain and nothing to lose by lacing 
their “tonics” with alcohol.  Perhaps it was preferable and demonstrated better ethics to spike 
their nostrums with booze than with some of the other substances they – and other tonic 
manufacturers ‐‐ may have incorporated, including various narcotics and psychotropic herbals 
and even small quantities of actual poisons. 

This article, found in New York State’s “Annual Report of the State Board of Charities for the 
Year 1906” in three volumes, provides some research results about just what several popular 
tonics of the day included in terms of alcohol. 

The reason the topic was addressed in these proceedings pertained to the problem – still very 
much with us – of care for the sick poor.  Then as today, critically ill people receive substantially 
the same level of care in the hospital regardless of personal financial situation.  However, once 
discharged from the hospital, the situation of the sick poor was radically different from that of 
people with more financial resources, just as the circumstances both groups face today are 
different.   

In the early years of the 19th century, people sought any possible way to solve the physical 
problems that remained after their acute illness was controlled, and the sick poor particularly 
were apt to turn to “tonics” compounded and sold by the unscrupulous that claimed 
extraordinary efficacy at restoring health.  That the claims made for these products were in 
many cases outrageous made the sick poor, who lacked other resources, even likelier to seize 
on the ray of hope the tonics offered.   

This article, quoting the Chairman of the Committee on the Care and Treatment of the Sick, 
addresses these issues, and, even a century later, is an eye‐opener. 

Although many nostrums are regulated today, one wonders how far we have actually come in 
more than a century in solving the underlying problems that made these nostrums popular a 
century ago. 
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The “Great White Plague” Dr. O’Leary alludes to was tuberculosis.  In an age before antibiotics, a 
convalescent home or sanitarium was the only real “cure” for this disease – one that was far more 
prevalent among the poor than any other segment of the population. 
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To better understand the percentages, it’s helpful to compare them to modern alcoholic beverages, and 
to realize the “proof” is twice the alcoholic percentage.  Thus, to select an example from the short list 
above, “Carter’s Physical Extract” would have been 44 proof.  Most gin and vodka are bottled today at 
80 proof (40% alcohol) – so the person who consumed a few ounces of Carter’s would actually have 
imbibed a stiff cocktail.   
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Note that Hotstetter’s Stomach Bitters weighs in at 44.3 percent alcohol – the person who drank two 
ounces of this nostrum would have drunk the equivalent of about 2 ½  ounces of 80 proof gin or vodka. 
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