
Doc Marlowe

a story by James Thurber

I was too young to be other than awed and puzzled by Doc Marlowe 
when I knew him. I was only sixteen when he died. He was sixty-
seven. There was that vast difference in our ages and there was a 
vaster difference in our backgrounds. Doc Marlowe was a medicine-
show man. He had been a lot of other things, too: a circus man, the 
proprietor of a concession at Coney Island, a saloon-keeper; but in 
his fifties he had travelled around with a tent-show troupe made up 
of a Mexican named Chickalilli, who threw knives, and a man called 
Professor Jones, who played the banjo. Doc Marlowe would come 
out after the entertainment and harangue the crowd and sell bottles 
of medicine for all kinds of ailments. I found out all this about him 
gradually, toward the last, and after he died. When I first knew him, 
he represented the Wild West to me, and there was nobody I ad-
mired so much.

I met Doc Marlowe at old Mrs. Willoughby’s rooming-house. 
She had been a nurse in our family, and I used to go and visit her  
over week-ends sometimes, for I was very fond of her. I was about 
eleven years old then. Doc Marlowe wore scarred leather leggings, a 
bright-colored bead vest that he said he got from the Indians, and a 
ten-gallon hat with kitchen matches stuck in the band, all the way 
round. He was about six feet four inches tall, with big shoulders, and 
a long, drooping moustache. He let his hair grow long, like General 
Custer’s.  He had a wonderful  collection of  Indian relics  and six-
shooters, and he used to tell me stories of his adventures in the Far 
West.  His  favorite  expressions  were  “Hay,  boy!” and “Hay,  boy-
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gie!,” which he used the way some people now use “Hot dog!” or 
“Doggone!” He told  me once that  he  had killed  an Indian chief 
named Yellow Hand in a tomahawk duel on horseback. I thought he 
was the greatest man I had ever seen. It wasn’t until he died and his 
son came down from New Jersey for the funeral that I found out he 
had never been in the Far West in his life. He had been born in 
Brooklyn.

Doc Marlowe had given up the road when I knew him, but he 
still dealt in what he called “medicines.” His stock in trade was a lin-
iment that he had called Snake Oil when he travelled around. He 
changed  the  name  to  Blackhawk  Liniment  when  he  settled  in 
Columbus. Doc didn’t always sell enough of it to pay for his bed and 
board, and old Mrs. Willoughby would sometimes have to “trust” 
him for weeks at a time. She didn’t mind, because his liniment had 
taken a bad kink out of her right limb that had bothered her for 
thirty years.  I  used to  see people  whom Doc had massaged with 
Blackhawk Liniment move arms and legs that they hadn’t been able 
to move before he “treated” them. His patients were day laborers, 
wives of streetcar conductors, and people like that. Sometimes they 
would shout and weep after Doc had massaged them, and several 
got up and walked around who hadn’t been able to walk before. One 
man hadn’t turned his head to either side for seven years before Doc 
soused him with Blackhawk. In half an hour he could move his head 
as easily as I could move mine. “Glory be to God!” he shouted. “It’s 
the secret qualities in the ointment, my friend,” Doc Marlowe told 
him suavely. He always called the liniment ointment.

News of his miracles got around by word of mouth among the 
poorer classes of town — he was not able to reach the better people 
(the  “tony  folks,”  he  called  them)  — but  there  was  never  a  big 
enough sale  to  give  Doc a steady income.  For one thing,  people 
thought there was more magic in Doc’s touch than in his liniment, 
and, for another, the ingredients of Blackhawk cost so much that his 
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profits  were  not very  great.  I  know,  because I  used to go to the 
wholesale chemical company once in a while for him and buy his 
supplies. Everything that went into the liniment was standard and 
expensive (and well-known, not secret). A man at the company told 
me he didn’t see how Doc could make much money on it at thirty-
five cents a bottle. But even when he was very low in funds Doc 
never  cut out any of  the ingredients  or substituted cheaper ones. 
Mrs. Willoughby had suggested it to him once, she told me, when 
she was helping him “put up a batch,” and he had got mad. “He 
puts a heap of store by that liniment being right up to the mark,” she 
said.

Doc  added to  his  small  earnings,  I  discovered,  by  money  he 
made gambling.  He used to win quite  a few dollars  on Saturday 
nights at Freck’s saloon, playing poker with the market men and the 
rail-roaders who dropped in there. It wasn’t for several years that I 
found out Doc cheated. I had never heard about marked cards until 
he told me about them and showed me his. It was one rainy after-
noon, after he had played seven-up with Mrs. Willoughby and old 
Mr.  Peiffer,  another  roomer  of  hers.  They  had  played  for  small 
stakes (Doc wouldn’t play cards unless there was some money up, 
and Mrs.  Willoughby  wouldn’t  play  if  very  much was  up).  Only 
twenty or thirty cents had changed hands in the end. Doc had won it  
all... I remember my astonishment and indignation when it dawned 
on me that Doc had used the marked cards in playing the old lady 
and the old man. “You didn’t cheat them, did you?,” I asked him. 
“Jimmy, my boy,” he told me, “the man that calls the turn wins the 
money.” His eyes twinkled and he seemed to enjoy my anger. I was 
outraged,  but  I  was  helpless.  I  knew  I  could  never  tell  Mrs. 
Willoughby about how Doc had cheated her at seven-up. I liked her, 
but I liked him, too. Once he had given me a whole dollar to buy 
fireworks with on the Fourth of July.

I remember once, when I was staying at Mrs. Willoughby’s, Doc 
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Marlowe was roused out of bed in the middle of the night by a poor 
woman who was frantic because her little girl was sick. This woman 
had had the sciatica driven out of her by his liniment, she reminded 
Doc. He placed her then. She had never been able to pay him a cent  
for his liniment or his “treatments,” and he had given her a great 
many. He got up and dressed, and went over to her house. The child 
had colic, I suppose. Doc couldn’t have had any idea what was the 
matter, but he sopped on liniment;  he sopped on a whole bottle. 
When he came back home, two hours later, he said he had “relieved 
the distress.” The little girl had gone to sleep and was all right the 
next-day, whether on account of Doc Marlowe or in spite of him I 
don’t know. “I want to thank you, Doctor,” said the mother, tremu-
lously, when she called on him that afternoon. He gave her another 
bottle of liniment, and he didn’t charge her for it or for his “profes-
sional call.” He used to massage, and give liniment to, a lot of suffer-
ers who were too poor to pay. Mrs. Willoughby told him once that 
he was too generous and too easily taken in. Doc laughed — and 
winked at me, with the twinkle in his eye that he had had when he 
told me how he had cheated the old lady at cards.

Once I went for a walk with him out Town Street on a Saturday 
afternoon. It was a warm day, and after a while I said I wanted a 
soda. Well, he said, he didn’t care if he took something himself. We 
went into a drugstore, and I ordered a chocolate soda and he had a 
lemon phosphate. When we had finished, he said, “Jimmy, my son, 
I’ll  match you to see who pays for the drinks.” He handed me a 
quarter and he told me to toss the quarter and he would call the 
turn. He called heads and won. I paid for the drinks. It left me with 
a dime.

I was fifteen when Doc got out his pamphlets, as he called them. 
He had eased the misery of the life of a small-time printer and the 
grateful man had given him a special price on two thousand advertis-
ing pamphlets. There was very little in them about Blackhawk Lini-
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ment. They were mostly about Doc himself and his “Life in the Far 
West.” He had gone out to Franklin Park one day with a photogra-
pher — another of his numerous friends — and there the photogra-
pher took dozens of pictures of  Doc,  a lariat in  one hand,  a six-
shooter in the other. I had gone along. When the pamphlets came 
out, there were the pictures of Doc, peering around trees, crouching 
behind bushes, whirling the lariat, aiming the gun. “Dr. H.M. Mar-
lowe Hunting Indians” was one of the captions. “Dr. H.M. Marlowe 
after  Hoss-Thieves”  was  another  one.  He  was  very  proud  of  the 
pamphlets and always had a sheaf with him. He would pass them out 
to people on the street.

Two years before he died Doc got hold of an ancient, wheezy 
Cadillac somewhere. He aimed to start travelling around again, he 
said, but he never did, because the old automobile was so worn out 
it wouldn’t hold up for more than a mile or so. It was about this time 
that  a  man  named Hardman and his  wife  came  to  stay  at  Mrs.  
Willoughby’s. They were farm people from around Lancaster who 
had sold their place. They got to like Doc because he was so jolly, 
they said, and they enjoyed his stories. He treated Mrs. Hardman for 
an old complaint in the small  of her back and wouldn’t take any 
money for it.  They thought he was a fine gentleman. Then there 
came a day when they announced that they were going to St. Louis, 
where they had a son. They talked some of settling in St. Louis. Doc 
Marlowe told them they ought to buy a nice auto cheap and drive 
out, instead of  going by train — it  wouldn’t  cost much and they 
could see the country, give themselves a treat. Now, he knew where 
they could pick up just such a car.

Of course, he finally sold them the decrepit Cadillac — it had 
been stored away somewhere in the back of a garage whose owner 
kept it there for nothing because Doc had relieved his mother of a 
distress in the groins, as Doc explained it. I don’t know just how the 
garage man doctored up the car,  but  he did.  It  actually  chugged 

5



along pretty steadily when Doc took the Hardmans out for a trial 
spin. He told them he hated to part with it, but he finally let them 
have it for a hundred dollars. I knew, of course, and so did Doc, that 
it couldn’t last many miles.

Doc got a letter from the Hardmans in St. Louis ten days later. 
They had had to abandon the old junk pile in West Jefferson, some 
fifteen miles  out  of  Columbus.  Doc read the  letter  aloud to me, 
peering  over  his  glasses,  his  eyes  twinkling,  every  now  and  then 
punctuating the lines with “Hay, boy!” and “Hay, boy-gie!” “I just 
want you to know, Dr. Marlowe,” he read, “what I think of low-life 
swindlers like you (Hay, boy!) and that it will be a long day before I 
put my trust in a two-faced lyer and imposture again (Hay, boy-
gie!). The garage man in W. Jefferson told us your old rattle-trap 
had been doctored up just to fool us. It was a low down dirty trick as 
no swine would play on a white man (Hay, boy!).” Far from being 
disturbed by the letter, Doc Marlowe was plainly amused. He took 
off his glasses after he finished it and laughed, his hand to his brow 
and his eyes closed. I was pretty mad, because I had liked the Hard-
mans, and because they had liked him. Doc Marlowe put the letter 
carefully back into its envelope and tucked it away in his inside coat 
pocket, as if it were something precious. Then he picked up a pack 
of cards and began to lay out a solitaire hand. “Want to set in a little  
seven-up game, Jimmy?” he asked me. I was furious. “Not with a 
cheater like you!,” I shouted, and stamped out of the room, slam-
ming the door. I could hear him chuckling to himself behind me.

The last time I saw Doc Marlowe was just a few days before he 
died. I didn’t know anything about death, but I knew that he was dy-
ing when I saw him. His voice was very faint and his face was drawn; 
they told me he had a lot of pain. When I got ready to leave the 
room, he asked me to bring him a tin box that was on his bureau. I  
got it and handed it to him. He poked around in it for a while with 
unsteady fingers and finally found what he wanted. He handed it to 
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me. It was a quarter, or rather it looked like a quarter, but it had 
heads on both sides. “Never let the other fella call the turn, Jimmy, 
my boy,” said Doc, with a shadow of his old twinkle and the echo of 
his old chuckle. I still have the two-headed quarter. For a long time I 
didn’t like to think about it, or about Doc Marlowe, but I do now.
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