




The Fun of Primary Sources 
 

 have a confession to make. I actually don’t enjoy reading about the Victorian period all that much!  
By that I mean... I have a shelf full of books on the Victorian era, written by distinguished authors 
from our own.  And I have a shelf full of books with crumbling spines and smelly pages that are 

actually from the Victorian era.  Given a choice between reading a book about Victorians or by 
Victorians, I’ll take the latter nearly every time.  
 Actually I have quite a few complaints about books about Victoriana, which I’m sure I’ll get to in 
future editorials.  But the bottom line is that I like primary sources.  They have their pros and cons as 
well – but one “pro” is that they haven’t been “filtered” to suit the modern reader. 
 In this issue I came across a piece that sums up many of the things I like about such sources: The 
little article on page 18 about “The Druggist’s Peculiar Orders.”  I had to retype it, because it came 
from a Victorian scrap album (Victorians hadn’t heard of acid-free paper), and no amount of 
Photoshopping was going to make it readable.  (This also means I don’t know the precise date for this 
piece, only that it was published sometime between the late 1880’s and early 1890’s.) 
 It was meant as a humorous bit of filler.  I don’t know if a reporter got wind of the pharmacist’s 
collection of “odd orders,” or if the pharmacist contacted the reporter for some free publicity.  The 
piece was obviously written for a laugh, which was why I included it here in the first place.  But 
retyping it gave me a chance to take a closer look – and discover some curious details that both the 
Boston Herald reporter and the pharmacist would have taken for granted. 
 For starters, it offers an eye-opening glimpse of the sorts of things that you could obtain from a 
“druggist” in the late 19th century.  Today, if you visit the local pharmacy, you’re going to find... well, 
drugs.  Shelves filled with prepared medications, containing ingredients most of us would be hard-
pressed to pronounce, let alone identify. (Some might argue that today’s over-the-counter medications 
aren’t so different from Victorian patent medicine nostrums, but that’s a discussion for another day!) 
 At the Victorian pharmacy, however, I could have gotten not just prepared medicines, but the 
ingredients needed to prepare my own.  The list of herbs available from this druggist sound like 
something I’d look for in the supermarket or the natural foods store – certainly not at my pharmacy!  
Clients could purchase bergamot, flax seed, arrowroot, bitter aloes, cardamom, licorice, and perhaps 
even catnip!  Of course, they could also purchase whisky and cocaine right alongside all those healthy 
herbs – it wasn’t all good news.   
 You could also, apparently, simply send a written request to your druggist for whatever it was you 
wanted, and stand a good chance of getting it (delivered!).  Today, my pharmacist practically demands 
my fingerprints if I want to buy an antihistamine.  I’m not sure what he’d do if I asked him for catnip. 
 The article also tells us quite a bit about the druggist’s clientele.  Even though it was meant to be a 
humorous look at folks who couldn’t spell, it shows us more than that.  It shows that the druggist’s 
clients could read and write, even if they couldn’t always spell the names of the products they wanted.  
And it shows that those same clients knew what they wanted.  If they’d walked up to the counter in 
person, the druggist would have had no trouble understanding them; the difficulties only arose when 
folks tried to put on paper words that they knew the sound of but not, perhaps, quite the shape of. 
 Today, it’s just as well that you can’t buy whiskey and cocaine from your pharmacy, though it’s 
still possible to get “opodeldoc.”  But perhaps it might be nice if we could e-mail a request for, say, 
some licorice and catnip, have it delivered, and make ourselves a nice healthy tea!  
  
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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