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				“Julia Suits’s delightfully outrageous new book opens a window into a disturbing yet wonderful time of secret societies, initiation rituals, and generally strange behavior. Little did I realize what incredible comic potential there was in pyrotechnics, missiles, and explosives.”

				—WILLIAM GURSTELLE, author of Backyard Ballistics and The Practical Pyromaniac
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				“To quote L. P. Hartley, ‘The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.’ Never has the truth of this been so evident as in this fantastical book.”

				—MICHAEL KUPPERMAN, New York and Saturday Night Live comic artist and Snake  n’ Bacon and Tales Designed to Thrizzle creator
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				For my parents
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				A little nonsense now and then is relished by the best of men.

				—The Lodge Goat: Goat Rides, Butts and Goat Hairs by James Pettibone, 1902
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				FOREWORD

				ONE OF MY strange passions is studying the American phenomenon of secret society–initiation equipment. Three brothers named DeMoulin created the Rolls-Royce versions of the exploding cigar, the whoopee cushion, and the joy buzzer. The DeMoulin Brothers are what would have happened if the Three Stooges had gone into the furniture business.

				I am one of the proud archivists of DeMoulin Brothers’ creations. Anyone with a few bucks can archive fine art. How many of us can archive Spanking Shovels, the Thrones of Honor, the Collapsing Surprise Chairs? I love the Louvre but no one goes there for a few laughs. If I were a doctoral student—assuming I had bothered to finish college—I would do my dissertation on the Social Implications of the DeMoulin Brothers’ Devices as Viewed in the Context of a Society That Takes Itself Way Too Friggin’ Seriously.

				They were subversive, the brothers, in the way artists are subversive. They satirized sobriety and high seriousness; they tossed pomp on its ass and made dignity pee its pants. They were Lords of Misrule, and their marvelous devices were tools available to anyone who wanted to have fun at someone else’s expense, one of the finest forms of fun there is.

				Of course, as this book explains, their products were created for fraternal secret societies that were big in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Houdini was a member. So was Mozart. So was Walt Disney. Back in the day, the membership of the secret societies was like a Who’s Who of Whodom. And the furnishings depicted and described in these pages were an integral part of what many initiates went through before being admitted to the Mysteries, along with the grips and signs and secret words.

				The sensibility that informs these devices bespeaks a more gleefully sadistic outlook on life; it hearkens back to a time before lawyers ruled and people could laugh at themselves. My own lawyer suggested I have guests in my museum sign waivers before the tour. That way, if anyone slipped a disk or had a heart attack or soiled their duds from the DeMoulin experience, I would be insulated from the ambulance chasers.

				But that’s the point. Like the old saying goes, “Screw ’em if they can’t take a joke.” (I don’t know who said it first. I know it’s not in the Torah.) Every oversized ego is in need of deflation. Every overly solemn occasion is in need of someone willing to fart. The DeMoulin Brothers took anarchy, subversion, and contrariness and turned them into enormously lovely things whose stately exteriors conceal the jester within. This stuff is more than just fancy pranks. It’s Americana. Never has nonsense been taken so seriously. I’m proud to contribute this foreword. This book is a fascinating, appetite-whetting glimpse for the, if you’ll pardon the expression, uninitiated.

				If only, when you opened it, it set off a .38-caliber blank and squirted water in your face.

				DAVID COPPERFIELD

				Musha Cay Island, 2011

			

		

	
		
			
				INTRODUCTION

				D7775 Human Centipede or Night Mare. The mere thought of having to mount and hold fast to this uncanny beast is enough to make anybody want to stick to the tow path.

				—Burlesque and Side-Degree (BSD) catalog no. 439

				ONCE OR TWICE a year, the most peculiar mail-order catalog ever published was stuffed into canvas bags and thrown off mail trains across the United States. Between its covers were the nuttiest, most bizarre inventions and prank devices ever offered for sale.

				Had you been a high-ranking clerk of a fraternal lodge at the end of the nineteenth century or early twentieth century, you would have retrieved from the post office one of these little catalogs every now and then. Published by the DeMoulin Brothers Company of Greenville, Illinois, in limited numbers to a very specific readership from 1896 to 1930, these catalogs of fraternal initiation devices and regalia were inaccessible to the public—practically unknown. If the catalogs were as scarce as hens’ teeth then, they are as scarce as goats’ feathers now.

				“Men need fun and entertainment. They are going to get it somewhere,” boldly asserted one of the DeMoulin catalogs. With regard to fraternal brethren, that was often the case. Life and health insurance benefits were the main reasons men joined the popular fraternal groups of the day, but fraternizing and fun was also paramount. If there wasn’t enough of that at their local lodge, they would join another lodge, or find other forms of entertainment—perhaps less wholesome. In short, a lodge without interesting entertainment wasn’t worth “a hill of beans”; it was in danger of being called “sleepy” or “puny” and then “dead.”

				As population centers and wayward burgs popped up on the prairie, ridge, and shore, so did lodges of fraternal orders like the Odd Fellows, Masons, Knights of Pythias, Woodmen, and so forth. These lodges were central to the economic and social well-being of their communities. But their success depended on membership: a packed hall with new members wanting to get in. Thus, it made sense for lodges to offer something to keep members looking forward to meetings.

				In 1892, when fraternal membership began to surge, competition among lodges to attract and keep members intensified. It didn’t take long for Ed DeMoulin to realize this. A witty, grown-up whiz kid and inventor, he set to work to “amp up the action” at his local lodge in Greenville. In a matter of weeks, Ed’s Moulten Lead Test made a successful debut with the brethren of the Modern Woodmen of America.

				Thus, at the intersection of two historic eras—the Age of Invention and the Golden Age of Fraternity—the DeMoulin Brothers Company was born.

				Within a couple of years, members of Ed’s lodge were in the habit of gleefully witnessing new candidates initiated with Ed’s peculiar inventions—the Roller Coaster Goat, the Saw Mill, or the dreaded Branding Iron. In 1894, the Greenville Advocate wrote, “Ed DeMoulin is sure enough an inventive genius.
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