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It is sometimes a real challenge to determine where a particu-
lar nineteenth century product bottle originated. 100-year-old 

bottles embossed with a product name, but no 
other information can be found in many 
a collection. Sometimes, the town name 
was included on a paper label that has long 
since been removed.  

Rare examples of a bottle simply em-
bossed "Clum's Liver Cathartic" have 
been found by members of the North 
Star Historical Bottle Associa-
tion (often while digging an old 
privy hole or dump). The aqua 
bottle stands about seven inches 
tall and is embossed on sunken 
side panels. No town name is 
embossed on the bottle, and until 
recently, collectors were mysti-
fied as to just where the product 
was marketed.

In his posthumously published 
book North Star Snake Oil, 
Minnesota Patent Medicines 
1860-1920, Minnesota medicin-
eman Boyd Beccue tells the story 
of Mr. A. L. Clum of Red Wing, 
Minnesota. Boyd found a Clum 
bottle with partial labels and was able 
to assemble an impressive amount of information regarding this 
Minnesota quack.

According to the label, Clum's Liver Cathartic was patented on 
January 29, 1878, by Dr. A. L Clum. Contrary to the statement 
on the label, Clum was not a doctor at the time. A few years lat-
er, though, the 1886 Polk Medical Register and Directory listed 
Clum as a physician who graduated from the Indiana Eclectic 
Medical College of Indianapolis. Beccue points out that the 
college was more of "a diploma mill for aspiring quacks" than a 
legitimate medical college.  

Clum didn't stop there, and by 1893, he was listed in the Red 
Wing city directory as a physician, architect, and lawyer.  

Clum did a good deal of advertising both locally and afar. His 
ads appeared in Red Wing, St. Paul, and even some New York 
newspapers. Beccue found that the ads proclaimed Clum's Liver 
Cathartic "has never failed to cure Ague and Fever, Cholera, 
Cholera Morbus, Bilious and Typhoid Fevers and Female Com-
plaints."

No other versions of Clum product bottles are known at this 
time. However, Dr. A. L. Clum stayed quite busy offering his 
medical skills to the world and going far beyond dispensing mir-

acle drugs. The 1897-1898 Dual City Blue Book, which featured 
all manner of advertising from the merchants of Minneapolis and 
St. Paul, carried an advertisement placed by Dr. Clum. On page 
290, under the heading of Cancer Institutes, a reinvented Dr. A. 
L. Clum claimed to be "The Great 
Australian Cancer and Tumor Spe-
cialist." Not only has Clum become 
a doctor, lawyer, and architect in just 
a few years, but he has also become 
Australian.  

To summarize, it is now 1898. Dr. 
Clum is situated on Washington 
Avenue in Minneapolis. He is 
Australian. He has the following 
letters after his name: A.M., M.D., 
LL.D. He purports to be "The only 
Physician known who successfully 
removes heart failure, chronic constipation, blood poison." He 
further states, "1500 cancers and tumors cured in five years." 
Not satisfied with his list of cures, Clum also brags that he "Also 
treats all chronic diseases with success, such as rheumatism, 
liver disease, kidney disease, piles, gonorrhea, sores, chronic 
diarrhea, scrofula, female diseases, especially pertaining to their 
sex removed in a very short time." And what are we to make of 
"Special contracts for guaranteed cures"?

With his Liver Cathartic, A. L. 
Clum was just one of thousands of 
quacks plying their scurrilous trade 
prior to the pure food and drug 
laws enacted in the early Twentieth 
Century. They preyed on an unsus-
pecting, gullible public and became 
wealthy in doing so.  

Note: Copies of North Star Snake 
Oil, Minnesota Patent Medicines 
1860-1920 are available on 
Amazon.
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The rectangular 
aqua bottle is 
about seven inches 
tall with indented 
panels.
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In 1898, Dr. Ambrose L. Clum now “The Great Cancer and Tumor 
Specialist.”




