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1944 Sterling Drug Co. Ad Emphasizing New Name

Sterling Drug, Inc. was a major pharmaceutical company within the United
States and throughout the world from the time it received its new name in 1942 until
the end of the 1980s. However,  as noted in the prior chapter, once the founders of the
company were removed in 1941, the hunger to conquer the entire world of
pharmaceutical and home service products, already quieted by the economics of the
Depression, diminished further. As a major supplier of drugs to the U.S. Armed Forces
fighting during World War II, as well as working to foil German trade in South
America while building its own trade, as set out in the previous chapter, Sterling
continued as a prominent pharmaceutical player after the war and did continue to make
notable acquisitions during this period. Since these acquired companies are the



principal focus of this series of articles - which shows how the proverbial  “mom and
pop” businesses of the Nineteenth Century were vacuumed into a very tiny group of
extremely large and powerful organizations that still bear the name “Big Pharma” today
- rather than Sterling’s specific day to day business decisions in the mid-Twentieth
Century years - it is upon the first of these acquisitions, the Frederick Stearns Co. in
1944, that this article will focus. Subsequent articles will recount the balance of its
acquisitions and until its own acquisition led to its ultimate dissolution.  

Frederick Stearns Co. Battleship Revenue Cancels Recognized In BDR2



Essentially managed by a single family for three generations spanning almost
ninety years, Frederick Stearns Co. company was a drug manufacturing concern based
in Detroit MI whose operations stretched around the world.  After a scarring early
ethics hiccough by its founder, it adopted a philosophy of marketing a line of non-secret
medicines whose contents and uses were both simply and plainly disclosed and
described. Its direct approach to treating ailments stood apart from virtually everyone
else’s in the field, eschewing the hype, secrecy and phony promises of cures that
normally surrounded proprietary medicines. Yet that early ethics incident engendered
a deep and lasting hatred and distrust among rivals who viewed the founding Stearns’
“openness” as an excuse to substitute cheap ingredients for tried and true medicines. 



1887 Sketch of Frederick Stearns

The founder and first Frederick Stearns (1831-1907) fitted perfectly the Horatio
Alger paradigm of the Nineteenth Century “rags to riches” story.  With his roots firmly
established in the early Puritan stock of colonial Massachusetts1 (as every Nineteenth
Century industrial mandarin desired to have), he was described in a contemporary trade
magazine biography as a “quiet, shy lad” who grew up in Lockport, NY in Western
New York State  marveling at the dazzling displays he beheld in the windows of the
drug store of George W. Merchant (1807?-1867), the namesake proprietor of
Merchant’s Gargling Oil, one of the earliest of the best-selling popular Nineteenth
Century proprietary medicines whose own private die proprietary stamps and story are
chronicled in Holcombe’s book. Stearns was apprenticed to a druggist in the nearby
city Buffalo NY at age fifteen and spent nearly ten years learning the business and
attending pharmacy lectures at the University of Buffalo, ultimately becoming a partner
in the prominent Buffalo drug store of Amos I. Matthews (1817-1906), before moving
on to Detroit, a location he had chosen on a earlier visit, making a storied, almost
legendary, crossing on foot of the solidly frozen Detroit River from Windsor, Ont. on
New Year’s day 1855. 



1856 Higby & Stearns Ad

1859 Higby & Stearns Cover



1860 E. Fougara London Ad Showing H & S As Detroit MI Agent

1863 H & S Token Used In Place of Coins During Civil War

By April, 1855, Stearns had established a retail and wholesale drug business in
Detroit with a partner, Lewis E. Higby (1829-?). Stearns had great plans for his
operation and moved quickly to implement them. He traveled incessantly to visit his
customers, solicit orders and build his reputation.  In I860, for example, he obtained a
listing in a London medical journal as a part of an ad taken by E. Fougera of New York
City, one of the principal importers of European medicines in the Nineteenth Century,



as Fougera’s agents in Michigan for French pills Fougera imported to the U.S.  He also
quickly became involved in editing the local medical journals as well as local and
national professional associations. His capacities and talents must have been obvious
to his contemporaries since his rise was meteoric.  By 1867 he was the president of the
American Pharmaceutical Association (“APA”).

1865c Stearns Cover

Meanwhile, Stearns had also expanded his business by being appointed as a
provisioner for Michigan Union troops during the Civil War. Through this boost to his
revenue, he attempted, little by little, to establish a manufacturing business to
complement his retail and wholesale trade. The retail store moved twice to larger
locations, then Stearns bought Higby’s interest around 1864 and Higby thereafter
completely disappears (both as a character in Stearns’ story and, in fact, from the
contemporary extant historical record).

1869 Back Of Cover Ad For Sweet Quinine

Yet Stearns’ entry into the manufacturing business caused a dispute which
marked a turning point in his life.  In 1868, he marketed a product called “Sweet



Quinine” as a febrecide, or fever reducer. One of his contemporaries investigated the
ingredients and demonstrated that rather than containing quinine, it contained a
different and cheaper, though, nearly similar alkaloid, cinchonia, normally considered
too bitter for contemporary chemical compounders to use. The APA asked Stearns to
withdraw the product on the grounds that the product name was a misrepresentation.
Stearns argued that since the two substances functioned the same way, and since he had
developed a method to render cinchonia as palatable as quinine, there was no actual
misrepresentation.  The APA disagreed, and upon the motion of Dr. E.R. Squibb (1819-
1900) (whose name remains enshrined in the contemporary Big Pharma manufacturer
Bristol Myers Squibb), voted by a margin of nearly than 3 to 1 to expel Stearns from
the APA.

1869 Stearns Cover

Not only did Stearns suffer that diminution of his reputation, but twice in 1871
alone he suffered the common occurrence of drug manufacturers of having his
laboratory burn down, on the latter occasion with a loss of four lives. Nevertheless, he
persevered in pushing his business in the direction of manufacturing rather than retail,
each time rebuilding his factory larger and sounder.   He also rebounded from the
APA’s drubbing of his good name by announcing to the industry that he would
henceforth market a line of goods called “non-secret medicines”  which would bear
their formulas and their uses on the packaging, explicitly for the purpose of replacing
proprietary medicines on pharmacy shelves. By 1876, he had brought them to the
industry where they met with great success, and were dubbed the “New Idea.” He also
sponsored a news letter by that name within the industry both to trumpet his products
and denounce and reveal the secret formulae behind patent medicines. In 1882, he
decided to devote his entire business to manufacturing and sold the retail and wholesale
trade portions - by then the largest in Michigan - to Henry J. Milburn (1847-1899).



Milburn, who had begun working for Higby & Stearns at age 13 in 1860, had earned
Stearns’ partnership in 1871. His later career has already been outlined in an earlier
chapter of this column in connection with his subsequent partnership with F. F. Ingram
(1856-1932). While both Ingram and Milburn achieved success notable enough to merit
discussion in these columns, it was Stearns, who by his steadfast determination,
established himself as the earliest pharmaceutical manufacturer in Detroit, a masterful
achievement because by the end of the Nineteenth Century, Detroit was regarded as the
center of American drug production. Beyond jettisoning the retail business, in 1882,
Stearns incorporated the manufacturing business with working capital of $200,000 and
in 1887, he transferred active management of his company to his son, Frederick K.
Stearns (1854-1924). 

1885c Stearns Cover



1880s Stearns Trade Cards Advertising Non-Secret Medicines

1883 Stearns “New Ideas” Newsletter



In retirement, the elder Stearns filled out his profile as an industrial merchant
prince by embarking upon traveling the world to educate himself, which he had never
had time to do previously.  According to one trade magazine report, he wintered
variously in “Florida, California,  Mexico and the West Indies.” When he died in
Georgia in January, 1907, he was on his way to Egypt yet again. During his travels, he
amassed a variety of collections, including coins and stamps, but he gave his three
major collections, of oriental pottery, shells and musical instruments, to various
Michigan institutions ensuring his reputation as a generous donor to, and patron of, the
arts. His collection of shells was so vast that he had published a book on “Marine
Mollusks of Japan” which was co-authored by a scholar in the field.

1887 Sketch of Frederick K. Stearns

In 1887, when he became president of his family’s vast and still potentially
growing business, Stearns’ son, Frederick Kimball Stearns, was one of those relatively
few heirs whose poise and leadership equaled that of his father.  He received his middle
name, Kimball, from his mother’s maiden name. Born in Buffalo in 1854 and educated
at a private school in Detroit, he matriculated at the University of Michigan, but
dropped out in his junior year to join the family business. Supposedly, he began as a
laboratory hand and worked in every department to learn the business, although his
initial title appears to have been Secretary-Treasurer.  While juggling the business
successfully, he wore many other hats as well.



1887 Detroit Wolverines

The “Big Four”: 1B-Dan Brouthers, 2B-Hardy Richardson, SS-Jack Rowe, 3B-Deacon White

Early on Frederick K. made quite an impression both in the company and in the
city of Detroit.  Apparently the Steve Cohen of his day, in 1885, he bought the
lackluster Detroit Wolverines baseball club, which had existed in the National League
since 1881. In his most decisive move, for $7,000, he purchased a quartet of infielders,
known as the “Big Four” who had been playing together for the Buffalo Bisons, a team
suffering financial difficulty. With the infusion of Stearns’ money and the talent it
bought, the 1886 Wolverines finished second in the National League and in 1887 won
it all.  Stearns then challenged the St. Louis Browns, winner of the American League,
to a World Series exhibition post season of 15 games played in various cities around
the country including St. Louis and Detroit. The Wolverines won by a margin of 10
games to 5, claiming victory by chalking up win number 8 in game 11. No less than



four future Hall of Famers played on the 1887 Wolverines. However, the triumph was
short-lived. The following year, due to injuries, the Wolverines finished only fifth in the
National League, causing Stearns to disband the team entirely after the season and sell
the players to various other teams to recoup his investment.  In connection with other
more cultural pursuits, Frederick K. also served as the President of the Detroit Athletic
Club, the Detroit Musical Society, and the Detroit Orchestral Association, which
ultimately morphed into today’s Detroit Symphony Orchestra, and was a trustee of the
Detroit Museum of Art.

1900 Stearns Cover

With all its attempts to create and publicize a line of non-secret medicines to
demystify patent  medicine  nostrums, the Stearns Co. never escaped criticism from
competitors for allegedly substituting cheap ingredients in place of effective ones.  In
1894, a rival Detroit manufacturer, Parke Davis & Co., (who also cancelled battleship
revenue stamps and who also eventually will have its day in this column) published a
long critique of Stearns in its own house organ called Therapeutic Notes. After
repeating at length the tale of Stearns’ expulsion from the A. P. A., now twenty-five
years in the past, the article went on to state:

      



...

.
...

The notion of non-secret medicines  and “new ideas,” praised by admirers for openness
and honesty, remained derided by rivals as cheap showmanship and was never
forgiven.



Stearns Head Ache Relief (SHAC) & SHAC Wafer

1914 Stearns Trade Journal Ad For SHAC

Stearns also occasionally drew criticism from the medical profession as well.



One of its significant products was SHAC (Stearns Head Ache Cure).  In 1907, the
American Medical Association (AMA) issued a warning that SHAC was being foisted
on the public through ads placed in New York City subway cars (the most modern
means of transportation then only three years old) which suggested that it was a sure
cure for headaches.  Reminding doctors that [under the new federal law requiring
disclosure of ingredients] SHAC’s packaging stated that each SHAC wafer contained
4 grains of acetanilid, a potentially heart stopping poison, the AMA chided that users
who believed that more of a good thing would help more might be in for a tragic
surprise.  When a new edition of the AMA’s Nostrums & Quackery, a compilation of
articles deriding patent medicines was published fifteen years after the original article,
it still contained a cross-reference to that warning lest doctors forget.  Over the ensuing
years, Stearns gradually reduced the amount of acetanilid in the SHAC wafers until it
was eventually supplanted entirely by aspirin.

By 1909, Frederick K. had in place a management team in the company that
allowed him to focus more on travel and philanthropy as had his father in his later
years.  It consisted of Wayland D. Stearns (1865-1943), his first cousin, Willard



Ohlinger (1878-1934), David M. Gray (1862-1945) and, his own son Frederick S.
Stearns (1882-1951). Wayland Dike Stearns was the son of Frederick’s older brother
Norman (1823-1872), who had gone into the wool business in New York City as a part
of Dike Brothers, his own wife’s brothers’ firm. Wayland began with Frederick Stearns
& Co. in 1884 as an assistant in the manufacturing department and worked his way up
to superintendent of the laboratory and eventually to First Vice-President and General
Manager. For two years he was Treasurer of the company.  Willard Ohliger was a
graduate of the Philadelphia College of Pharmacy who joined the company in 1900 as
a chemist in its laboratory and then had risen very quickly through the ranks following
in Wayland Stearns’ steps. David Gray had begun with the company in 1878 and had
gradually risen to the top of the sales department. Frederick Sweet Stearns, like his
father and his cousin, received his middle name from his mother’s maiden name. He
had begun working for the company in 1901, ostensibly following in his father’s
footsteps by working his way through the various departments and offices.  By 1913,
he was made Treasurer of the company.

Stearns Cancels On 1914 U. S. Government Proprietary Revenue Issues



Frederick K. Stearns became such a traveler, particularly around the U.S., that
he was known by the nickname “The Tramp De Luxe.”  By 1917, he was building a
home in Beverly Hills, CA and moving there permanently, where he became a member
of the Board of Directors of the Los Angeles Philharmonic Orchestra and the
Southwest Museum, the oldest museum in Los Angeles, now part of the Gene Autry
Museum.

New York & London Drug Co. Battleship Cancels Recognized in BDR2



Wayland Stearns, together with Ohliger and Gray, was also instrumental in the
formation in 1914 of Nyal Co., as a subsidiary of Frederick Stearns & Co. The idea
behind Nyal Co. was to allow the company to again assert a role in the retail end of the
pharmaceutical business by creating its own fully internally-supplied chain of drug
stores which would compete on an equal footing with Louis Liggett’s Rexall group. 
Liggett approached the opportunity for growth and brand control in the pharmaceutical
industry from the retailer’s point of view by lining up his retailers first and then creating
manufacturing facilities to make his line of Rexall goods. Rexall was always controlled
and managed by and for the retailers themselves. Stearns & Co. approached the same
circumstances from the opposite pole. It determined to create retail outlets by
marketing its own specially created subsidiary brand, Nyal, to a network of retail
agents whom it had accumulated over the years.  Nyal drew its name from the first
letters of New York & London Drug Co. which Stearns created in the 1890s (and
which cancelled its own battleship revenue stamps separate and apart from those of
Stearns & Co during the Spanish-American War period) to handle goods imported
from, and exported to, Europe and secondarily, at least at the beginning, to distribute
goods under the Nyal brand.



  

New York & London Drug Co. Blood Remedy Bottle and 1913 Chocolate Ad

By 1909 certain drug stores were beginning to identify themselves as carrying
Nyal products, and were also giving away the “Nyal Family Bulletin,” a folksy
publication akin to other proprietary medicine companies’ almanacs, and like them,
printed by the manufacturer of the proprietary goods, in this case Stearns & Co.’s own
New York & London Drug Co., but, as always, bearing the local druggist’s imprint. 

Sept. 1911 Nyal Family Bulletin Cover & 1913 Ad



In 1914 Stearns & Co. claimed the number of its retail agents had reached
14,000 (perhaps even larger than the Rexall network of that time).  It had been
expanding its manufacturing capabilities to meet the increasing demand throughout the
period, and determined to launch another subsidiary corporation to handle the retail
distribution both for this existing network and to prepare for an even larger anticipated
future demand. The company was capitalized at $2,500,000 and the par value of each
share was set at $10. $1,675,000 was set aside to be subscribed to by the current
shareholders of Stearns “while the balance of $875,000 will be distributed among the
retail drug trade throughout the county,” as one trade magazine heralding the arrival of
the new company put it.  To make the arrangement seem as flexible as Liggett’s,
Stearns & Co. offered representation to retailers on Nyal Co.’s Board of Directors in
proportion to the distribution of the stock, which meant that the initial distribution of
the twelve proposed Board seats was eight to Stearns and four for the retailers. Rexall
aside, in reporting this arrangement, and emphasizing the experience that Stearns & Co.
personnel brought to the new company, another trade magazine noted: “In many co-
operative enterprises which have been formed it has been the practice to have the co-
operative consumers or dealers take out a controlling interest, but this has been a
condition of affairs which has usually resulted in disaster.” Stearns took no chances.

Nyal Co. Cancels on 1914 U. S. Proprietary Revenue Issues

Whether Nyal was ever as successful as anticipated is hard to gauge from the
distance of over 100 years, but its printed cancel on the U.S. 1914 proprietary revenue
stamp issue is among the most readily identifiable. Like all patent medicine makers,
Nyal had some of its products seized by the government for mis-branding, and Wayland
Stearns even had to pay a $2 fine for Nyal’s own 4 grain acetanilid headache wafers.



1918 & 1919 Orders to Stearns From South American Pharmacies

During World War I, Stearns Co. and Nyal flourished and developed their South
American market as well.  In 1921, Frederick K. relinquished the title of President of
the Stearns Co. to Willard Ohliger, but retained control by assuming the newly created
position of Chairman of the Board. Ohliger had become First Vice-President and
General Manager of the company in 1916 when Wayland Stearns retired.  Frederick
S. Stearns apparently was brought along more slowly than his father. In 1921, he was
named First-President and Treasurer, but assumed the title of Chairman of the Board
upon his father’s death in 1924.



Frederick Sweet Stearns continued to be in charge either as President or
Chairman of the Board, or both, until the sale of the entire company, including Nyal,
to Sterling Drug in 1944.  He had served as an army captain during World War I and
divided his time between Detroit and the Bahamas. Living in Grosse Pointe, MI rather
than Beverly Hills, he was active in Detroit social, philanthropic and cultural life. In his
obituary, it was noted that in the Bahamas, he often acted as host to the Duke and
Duchess of Windsor.

Stearns & Nyal Products For Sale In The Inter-War Period

1929 Nyal Ad



Postcard Product Offerings to Nyal Retailers



1940s Era Postcard of Nyal Drug Store in Carolina Beach, NC

Curiously - possibly because it had been burned by its association with United
Drug Co. during the Drug, Inc. era and/or having found that servicing a retail empire
was different than manufacturing goods for others to sell - Sterling did not own Nyal
Co. for very long. Very early in 1947, it re-sold Nyal to the Heyden Chemical Co.,



itself a company created, as Sterling Drug’s Bayer Aspirin operations had been, to hold
German assets seized by the United States government during World War I. As with
Rexall drug stores, there are still a handful of drug stores operating today that still
identify as Nyal drug stores, but both the Rexall and Nyal names are identified much
more closely with the Twentieth Century than the present era. 

Stearns Factory Building 1910c & Modern View  



1.  In the 1901 compilation of the Stearns family history, Genealogy and Memoirs of Isaac            
     Stearns and his Descendants, published in 1901 by Mrs. Avis Stearns Van Wagenen,                
     Secretary-Treasurer of the New York State Association of Stearns Families to expand upon     
     and supplant an earlier 1855 family history compilation, Frederick Stearns was listed as #1597, 
     an off-spring of the sixth generation of his family, and profiled as #3266, a member of the         
     seventh generation
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Modern View of Frederick K. Stearns House

As well as being leaders in Detroit society, arts and philanthropy, the Stearns
family left a lasting mark upon the architecture of Detroit. The Stearns factory building
was converted to condominiums in 1989 and Frederick K.’s Detroit house has recently
been entirely refurbished and is now maintained as an “historic inn.”


