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Abstract

The images in the American Medical Association’s Historic Health Fraud
and Alternative Medicine Collection include quack devices from the early
20th century, which gave rise to regulatory and professional oversight.

Quackery

Use and even surgical implantation of regulated devices is common in 21st century
health care. This is—perhaps ironically—one good outcome of unregulated,
pseudoscience-based “medical” devices having been around for so long. The Industrial
Revolution of the early to mid-19th century and applications of scientific method to
medicine in the early 1900s, combined with the absence of regulations, led to the
proliferation of contraptions and so-called miracle cure production, advertising, and use.
Despite court-ordered injunctions against their use, many quack devices had devoted
adherents.! Evidence—or its lack—doesn’t always carry the weight it should, and this is
still the case today.23

Responses to Pseudoscientific Devices

At least we now have regulatory oversight. The US Food and Drug Administration (FDA)
was established by Congress in 1906.4 Also in response to dubious “health” intervention
promotions, the American Medical Association (AMA) took a 2-pronged approach.

Public outreach. In 1906, the AMA began publishing regularly about quackery and
health fraud in the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA). JAMA articles’
successes in public education led the AMA to establish a department devoted to
combatting health fraud in 1913.5 An AMA director of the Department of Investigation
traveled the United States to instruct radio, television, and in-person audiences about
how to identify quackery and avoid its risks.

Curricular standardization. In 1908, the AMA’s Council on Education worked with the
Carnegie Foundation to standardize and certify what students learn in medical schools.
One product of this joint effort was publication of the Flexner Report in 1910, which,
among other things, sought—though imperfectly and unjustly’—to help members of the
public distinguish well from poorly trained physicians.
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Device Advertising

In the early 20th century, devices to which the AMA responded fell into roughly 6
categories. Three categories were based on then-new scientific concepts: radiation,
radio and magnetic waves, and electricity. Three other categories were based on popular
pseudoscience: phrenology, chromotherapy, and orgone therapy. The images shown and
briefly described in the rest of this article represent only a tiny fraction of materials the
AMA has collected and archived.

Radiation. Discovered by Pierre and Marie Curie in 1898,8 radium became well known
as an all-purpose restorative tonic and was thought by some to treat a wide range of
conditions. As early as 1923, a JAMA article warned of skin cancer risks,® but after
learning that radium’s radiation inhibited growth of cancer, physicians used radium-
based interstitial irradiation to treat patients with cancer from 1930 to 1950.1° Early
adopters (not necessarily limited to cancer patients) likely suffered radium’s iatrogenic
toxicity from doses that were neither carefully regulated nor expertly monitored. Figures
1 to 3 are advertisements for devices that facilitated radioactivity consumption.
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Degnen s Radio-Active Solar Pad

's Radio-Active Solar Pad to contain a definite quantity of actual Radium.

RADIOGRAPH OF SECTION CUT FROM
DEGNEN’S RADIO-ACTIVE SOLAR PAD
This Radiograph was taken by placing a key, upon an ordinary
photographic plate in utter darkness and a section cut from our Radio-
Active Solar Pad was placed upon it. After a number of hours
the plate was developed, showing the Radiograph here produced.
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light. Therefore, the
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supplied by the pad itself. nnl'htuuﬂydllum'bluhﬂnhum
eye by taking pad in a dark closet after having exposed the pad for
a few minutes to sunlight or daylight.

What the Doctors Say About Degnen’s Radio-Active Solar Pad

Extracts from letter. wrilten in answer to
a request for an lnv-tlgnﬁu of our Com-

from Drs. A. and B. of Chicago, and also
mfmnlha]':nt. whomwrllln;::r
pads

pany by an A of Ph in
Chieago. This report is certainly very grati-
fying to us.

Dr.T. E. Cm—,
Chicago, Tllinois.
My dear C—o——:
Your letter of December 12th, request-
lng mt to mlke some inquiries for you in
e Radium Aﬂlllnee Company
of thin euy, .nd the a ces now on the
market mum factured em, came_duly
to hand. After careful rnve-dgltlnn. 1 can
report lboul as follows:
The Company is a closed Californi car-

ha th
and are Dnirrlng them for their patients.
ian, it stﬁku @ that these
. phm woﬂ.hy of m ther unbiased
J’ niul oburndun and dy
Fraternally yours
(Signed) M A 2, M.D.

Dr. Wm. H. C,,
Penna.
My Dear Doetor:
Replying to your letter of the 24th, re-
pnlln[ e Radio-Active Pad, I am only
glad to be able to fully corroberate any-
thmg that Dr. C., may have said. He is a
lnd truthful ml]mtn. and

poration with no stock for sale, five
comprising the same, all midem -: ud.s
City and most of them identified with busi-
ness interests here. Tbey all aum to be
men of good standing.
M. the President, is a min-
chemist, He has been experi-
[ number of years wilh ug
n‘ﬁun cular. The process br which these
appliances are made is entirely his

You remember that Mrs. B———secured
= pad thru Dr. E. 8. B———soon after her
operation, and she is still using it and gets
great relief from its use. This Company’s

at a lower price appear to be a great
provement on mine,

as high or higher radium content. Mr.
Degnen sho me the entire process hy
which they are Imilt up step by step,
the various coats of minerals are lpplhd
the actual radium salts by the Dey pro-
cess being dispersed thru the al mineral
earths forming the base. His technie and
methods are his own, of wum, bm
appear to be sound and rational. The lo
zation of the mass is uniform and the face
of the pad shows the characteristic emana-
dmn Isr exposure in a darkened room.

{ pardoned for diverging, an
o'.hlul physician as well. Were I to wrih
ou the things that some of my Pad wear-
ers have told me occurred to them after
wearing them a short time or Iungor t.irne.
I fear you would class me as a member
the Ananias family. However, to be bne{
1 have so far as I can observe, been cure:
of a malignant gastric ulecer.

My patients and friends whom I have
prescribed the Pads for, one and all, assure
me that !.hev hl“ been much ungmv-d by
their use any h!l me that nothi
‘would imil:u tlmm rt with them eoul
they not replace

Some few had so slow a response that

but have been more enthusiastic later than
some who have had lmmedhu relief,

1 wore mine 80 days, and discarded it
as benig N. G. The following weelk, being
desperate, md vnthwt 1 something
impelled me to again wear it, and from
that time we have been inseparable. I'm
’70 Class ul 1512. and am in active prac-

Wll.h best wishes, I am,
rnally yours,
(Signed) J. A. B,, M. D.

INTERESTING EXTRACTS FROM
HEALTH MAGAZINE

old age is the hardeming of the walls of
the arteries. M of the worlds fore-
most thinkers have real dthl:l

have sought through years of patient study
to ucope with man’s most relentlnu enemy
—time,

Some ago the writer of this ar-
ticle hld hh nthnﬁm called to a Radio-
Active Appliance, whldaludnnlybeanun
the mrht for a short time, and wl
from the statements of those who had used
it, seemed a veritable fountain of youth
and a panacea for nearly every malady.

Needless to say I was interested and,
with a view of determining to my uwn

of ﬂn cases under treatment. I !wnd thlt
several of those who were using the ap-
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of a pad charged with
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their genuineness, and many of the results
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dip&u from the Tribune how he stands
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in the medical profession, as he believes
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sonal experience and those of his lrhnd-
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Radium Appliance Co.,
Los Angeles, Calif.
Gentlemen:

In my haste to send your last “order” I
failed to state that the change for the
better d\nt has come to me already, while
wearing your Pad, is mmllm, indeed,
when my advan are considered.
Born Dec. 13th, IMD In my 8 years n!
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comfort all these 68 years,—yet the change
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The Radio-Active Solar Pad seems
to have overcome these difficulties and sup-
plies a means of giving a constut flow of
Radio-Active energy to any part of the body.
All that is required to keep the activity
of the pad up to its full capacity is to
rlm it in the su or ordinary d
Iﬁht when sunlight is not available, .K
this manner the rays ht and ene:
are absorbed and are then in turn dist:
uted throughout the uynem by placing the
pad in mhct with the bod; =
B,

Radium Appliance Company,
346 Bradbury B i 4
Los Anzulu. California.

Gentlemen: In my general pr:

have had necnnlon to prescribe ynur Rﬁin—
Active Appliances, particularly the Pad,
and the results have been most gratif: c.
I also wish to thank you for the great

fit I have derived from the same in mln‘
it on myself. You are at liberty to refer to
me at any time.

Most sincerely yours,
A. R H

Figure 1. Radior Toilet Requisites pamphlet, Radium and Beauty Radior Company, circa
1918
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Figure 2. Radio-Active Solar Pad advertisement, Radium Appliance Company, circa 1920
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Figure 3. R. W. Thomas’ Revigator, created circa 1925
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Figure 4. Revigator’s brochure, circa 1925. The brochure explained how the device
“worked” by infusing water with radium.
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Wave-based devices. Around 1916, use of the terms magnetic waves, radio waves, and
vibrations was popularized based on the physician Albert Abrams’ work.11 Along with
other individuals and companies that manufactured their own machines, Abrams told
patients that, with a blood sample, one’s illness could be diagnosed and cured using
“wave” technology. The AMA tested Abrams’ claims by sending a rooster’s blood sample.
The rooster was diagnosed remotely with a sinus infection and tooth decay, but other
patients were diagnosed with multiple serious diseases. Abrams’ quackery was exposed
by JAMA in 1922,12 and though Abrams died in 1924—and despite the AMA’s and
others’ efforts—similar wave devices were advertised for remote or in-person use for
many subsequent years, as shown in Figures 5 to 8.13

Figure 5. Drown Radio Display, create
[T o %
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d by

&0

“Drown Instruments tune into the vibrations of the
body for function and disease’ claims the promoter, who
uses the ‘drop of the patient’s blood™ technique a la
Abrams.’Absent treatments” are featured by the
quacks using this device.
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Figure 6. Albert Abrams’ Oscilloclast, created circa 1910 (reenactment photo circa
1965)
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Figure 7. The Sonus Film O Sonic, circa 1950 (reenactment photo circa 1965). The
device used song recordings to generate vibrations that were thought to be healing.
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Figure 8. The Radioclast, circa 1920 (reenactment photo circa 1965). This was one of
Albert Abrams’ original inventions.

f 4.'-1’ S1 ) Tl

Electricity. Nikola Tesla’s and Thomas Edison’s innovative electric devices of the late
1800s seemed like magic, and their novelty was exploited to suggest that electricity
could cure ailments or control disease by magnetizing iron in a patient’s blood. Gaylord
Wilshire’s I-ON-A-CO was a metal coil, which patients wore around their necks, enlivened
by an electric current (see Figure 9).
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Figure 9. The I-ON-A-CO, 1925
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The AMA’s Arthur J. Cramp called devices like the I-ON-A-CO “magic horse collar[s]”13
and issued warnings to the public by placing articles in widely read publications, such as
Popular Mechanics, and organizing conferences with the FDA.1 The Theronoid belt—a
device similar to the I-ON-A-CO with a smaller coil and a bulb added to the belt to
indicate when the belt was “working”—was introduced by a former employee of
Wilshire’s company, Philip llsey (see Figure 10).14

Figure 10. The Theronoid Belt, circa 1928 (reenactment photo circa 1965)
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The Evans Vacuum Cap drew on a person’s vanity as a cure for baldness and was sold
by the Modern Vacuum Cap Company at the turn of the 20th century (see Figure 11).

Figure 11. Evans Vacuum Cap
? Cosmopolitan Magazine
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grow. It is the simple, common-sense principles of physical culture

Easy and Pleasant to U

The Evans Vacuum Cap is portable and can readily be attached
Three or four minutes’ use each morning and evening is ail
gling sensation for a few moments after use, indicating the

Mecthod of Testing.

Cap each
er, the scalp ins white C.
& furiber trial The bair cannot be made to grow in such

The Bank Guarar

732 journalofethics.org



Phrenology. Phrenology erroneously holds that measurements of bumps on a person’s
skull can determine that person’s traits. Developed in the late 1700s and popularized in
the 1800s, phrenology had been discredited as pseudoscience by the dawn of the 20th
century,15 but it was still used to promote devices through the 1930s. One such device,
the Psychograph, created by Henry C. Lavery, was installed not only in malls and
cinemas as entertainment, but also in physicians’ offices in the early 20th century (see
Figure 12).16

Figure 12. The Psychograph Phrenology Machine, early 20th century (reenactment
photo circa 1990)
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The AMA’s efforts to professionalize medicine and to articulate to members of the public
the differences between science-based medicine and pseudoscience-based quackery
was one reason phrenology lost adherents, but many other quack devices remained.
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Chromotherapy. Chromotherapy began with a scientifically sound kernel of truth: “light is
energy, and the phenomenon of color is a product of the interaction of energy and
matter.”17 Dinshah P. Ghadiali popularized these properties to promote his
Spectrochrome, erroneously suggesting that iliness or injury could be remedied by colors
and light (see Figure 13). Violet rays, via wand, were applied to a patient’s body (see
Figure 14). JAMA continued publishing refutations of chromotherapy until 1958,18 when
the FDA facilitated a permanent injunction against Ghadiali’s institute.19

Figure 13. Spectrochrome, circa 1930s. Although it looks like there is a Star of David on
it, this symbol, created by Ghadiali, actually represents chemical elements in attuned
color waves.20
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Orgone. Wilhelm Reich conceived of orgone as similar to chi or life force but drew on
Freudian ideas about sex to suggest that traumatic experiences block energy flow in a
person’s body, causing ill health, and that orgasms promote wellness.2t Christopher
Turner writes: “[I]n the ideological confusion of the postwar period ... Reich’s ideas
landed on fertile ground.”21 Orgone energy, which a conical hat would trap, was thought
to dissipate like heat from the top of one’s head, and orgone devices were promoted as
pulling orgone energy from the atmosphere and radiating it to a user. AMA investigations
encouraged the FDA to bring Reich to court, resulting in a ruling that stopped the sale of
Reich’s machines in 1954.21

Figure 15. Orgon Cone Hat, circa 1950 (reenactment photo circa 1965)
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Figure 16. Orgone energy box created by Wilhelm Reich, circa 1950 (reenactment photo
circa 1990

Conclusion

While the shine may have worn off some of these inventions (though some are still
used), there is no shortage of new pseudoscientific devices being marketed. The
internet, of course, has given rise to a whole new class of hucksters and frauds, and the
rise of conspiracy theories, along with the Covid-19 pandemic, has certainly not helped.
We now have a great variety of governmental and nongovernmental bodies dedicated to
fighting the scourge of misinformation, although it remains to be seen how effective they
will ultimately be.
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