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Truth, sir, is a cow that will yield such people no more milk,
 and so they are gone to milk the bull.

—SAMUEL JOHNSON



Prologue

UNDER THE KNIFE, UNDER THE GUN
SEPTEMBER 15, 1930

Every member of the panel showed up for the demonstration, but the carload traveling from Kansas City was delayed by bad roads. It was nearly eleven A.M. before the stragglers finally arrived in Milford, a sketchy little town with an extraordinarily large post office on the banks of the Republican River.

Nearing the clinic, the driver looked for some shade to park in. There wasn’t any. That summer had been the hottest ever recorded in Kansas, and instead of the usual jungles of corn, there were miles of shriveled stalks and cracked earth stretching off in all directions, nothing growing to speak of but a few cane-thin cottonwood trees. The birdcage shadow of the radio tower looked painted on the ground.

The screen door banged, and a couple of staffers came outside to welcome them. In a conference room the late arrivals found their fellow delegates and, even better, the lemonade.

Shortly afterward Dr. J. F. Hassig, president of the Kansas State Medical Board, and more than twenty colleagues and reporters clattered up the narrow-walled stairs to the second floor. Leading the way was the clinic’s second-in-command, Horatius Dwight Osborn, a symbol to some of doglike devotion, since Osborn had only one ear—or to be more precise, only one ear left.

The herd moved along the corridor. As they peered into patients’ rooms, looks of reserved surprise were discernible among the doctors. Envy perhaps? (A reporter noted that the facilities here “surpassed for modernity, convenience and luxury the places in which their own carving was done.”) There were sixteen private rooms, no two the same, but each graced with an overstuffed davenport, heartening artwork, bits of bric-a-brac: Mrs. Brinkley’s touch, no doubt. Country music floated from bedside radios. What the visitors were seeing, in short, was a rare marriage of charm and the healing arts, and to have such a renowned physician—for Dr. John R. Brinkley, M.D., Ph.D., M.C., LL.D., D.P.H., Sc.D., was now a world figure—choose such an unassuming little town as Milford, Kansas, for his medical mecca made its personal feel all the more personal.

Inspection complete, the group returned to the first floor. There they mused among the exhibits in the so-called trophy room, where the doctor kept some of his odder removals on display.

Then through a window someone spied their host—the Burbank of Humanity, the Chinese called him—heading toward the building. Brisk, rather short, with a sandy Vandyke, Dr. Brinkley was dressed in full medical regalia and a surgeon’s cap. He carried his mask in his hand. In the downstairs hall he shook hands with several of his guests. He seemed quite calm: a vessel of intellect oblivious to pressure. Of course he had performed his famous procedure hundreds of times but rarely with such a distinguished audience.

Another handclasp, a wave of thanks to the rest, and the doctor disappeared into the operating room. An aide passed out sterile robes to everyone. When the last bow was tied, another assistant pushed back the door.

“This way, gentlemen.”

It was a tight fit. The twelve members of the state medical board, four other observing surgeons, and of course the press with their marginal manners all had to wedge themselves into the room as best they could, taking care to leave sufficient space for Brinkley’s staff—and for the man on the table, whom the doctor now introduced.

“This is Mr. X,” he said.

There were mumbled hellos. Mr. X—identified as a fifty-five-year-old mail carrier—smiled but did not speak.

At a nod from her husband Mrs. Brinkley, wearing spectacles and a trapezoidal cap, came forward and gave the patient a local anesthetic, injecting him twice just below the waistline. Other aides toyed with the umbrella-frame lighting system overhead, tilting and focusing each bulb till the doctor was satisfied.

Then an orderly brought up the goat from the basement.

Why the goat was being kept downstairs was never explained. Ordinarily they resided in pens outside in the fresh air—even now the baaing of others could be heard through the open window. No matter; what counted was that this particular goat, a three-to four-week-old male, was Mr. X’s personal choice.

The trembling animal was placed, hoofs clattering, on a side table. Then Mrs. Brinkley drew a chair up close to it and sat. Her fingertips, freshly dipped in antiseptic, played in a tray of shining instruments. A nurse stood by with a nest of gauze.

While the orderly held the goat’s head, the doctor’s wife brushed part of its underbelly with Mercurochrome. Then she picked up a small pair of scissors.

Someone down the hall heard “the bleating of the goat ringing through the corridors.”

The nurse held out her hands, and Mrs. Brinkley deposited the testicles one by one onto the gauze. As the doctor donned rubber gloves, the glands were transferred to a stainless-steel tray and placed beside him.

The patient lay lightly strapped down, a wet towel on his forehead. Dr. Brinkley inspected each gland closely, then raised his mask and set to work.

“No one who was at the institution for this unusual display of a surgical performance went away doubting that [Brinkley] has nerve,” reported the Kansas City Journal-Post.

Aside from Brinkley himself, those closest to the table were Drs. Nesselrode, Edgerton, Orr, and Carr, the four “official spectators” charged with making a scientific report on what they saw. Dr. Brinkley, however, took care that everyone had a clear view, standing back from time to time to explain another step of the so-called four-phase compound operation. Dr. Hassig, who also took precise notes, saw the doctor first make twin incisions in the patient’s scrotum, “slitting it and injecting each way through a blunt needle about two cc’s of one-half percent Mercurochrome,” after which a fresh goat testis was implanted on each side and then sutured to the “loose tissue.”

The procedure was supposed to take ten minutes. At fifteen, the spectators began to exchange glances. Dr. Brinkley abandoned explanations and bent more closely to his work. Twenty minutes, thirty. Although he betrayed no alarm, more than one of those watching felt that first touch of dread at the temples, a faraway fear that the patient might…Should someone intervene? Doubtless sensing the uneasiness, the doctor paused briefly to lower his mask and give a smile of reassurance. Then he returned to his labors.

A full forty-five minutes passed before he drew the last catgut stitch and stepped back. Assisted by a nurse, Mr. X sat up dizzily, swung his legs over the side, pitched a bit to the right, but was caught and steadied. He took a few breaths. Then he slid off the table and, with a drunkard’s dignity, exited the room.

Dr. Brinkley took off his mask. While pronouncing the operation a success, he spoke candidly about the unexpected complications. He suggested without quite saying so that they had been a lucky thing, allowing him to demonstrate skills and resourcefulness that might otherwise have gone untested. “If any of you gentlemen have patients that you feel need attention of this kind,” he concluded suavely, “we will be glad to handle them here.”

The members of the Kansas State Medical Board thanked him and took their leave, repairing en masse to the Barfell House in nearby Junction City for lunch.

Forty-eight hours later they unanimously revoked his license to practice on grounds of “gross immorality and unprofessional conduct.” The Kansas Supreme Court, which rejected his appeal, saluted him thus: “Being an empiric without moral sense, and having acted according to the ethical standards of an imposter, the licensee has perfected an organized charlatanism…quite beyond the invention of the humble mountebank.”

The Kansas City Star pronounced the eulogy: “The superquack of Milford is finished.”

Their confidence was drastically misplaced.
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In the period before the First World War, the Reinhardt brothers, Willis and Wallace, owned a thriving chain of anatomical museums: the London Medical Institute, the Paris Medical Institute, the Heidelberg, the Copenhagen, and so forth. Located in Des Moines, Fort Wayne, East St. Louis, and other towns throughout the Midwest, they were devoted to the documentation and cure of “men’s secret diseases.” Most had big display windows facing the street, and what the Reinhardts put in those windows was the talk of the industry. Their most celebrated exhibit, in Minneapolis, was entitled “The Dying Custer.”

He lay like Saint Sebastian, bristling with arrows, in a lavish three-dimensional tableau. Redskins, corpses, and plaster vultures added richness to the scene, but what kept passersby bunched at the window, staring in for minutes on end, was the slow, rhythmic heaving of Custer’s chest. They gazed till their own breathing fell into sync—it was irresistible—and that gave the Reinhardts’ message time to go to work. True, Custer’s connection to impotence may have been largely metaphorical, but to a certain fretful portion of the populace it struck home. Power gone, youth destroyed—but not yet, not quite yet. Inside this building there was even hope for Yellow Hair.

Mixing terror and hope was the Reinhardts’ stock-in-trade. Their window in Gary, Indiana—again designed by their visionary house artist, Monsieur Brouillard—featured a diorama of a doctor and nurse trying to save a syphilitic baby with the help of a wheezing resuscitator. But displays alone, no matter how artful, didn’t make the Reinhardt twins tops in their field. From their headquarters at the Vienna Medical Institute in Chicago, where they rode herd on some three dozen franchises, they enforced levels of standardization and quality control remarkably ahead of their time. Starting with their training of salesmen: nobody worked for the Reinhardts without first graduating from the “instantaneous medical college” at the home office. This was followed by more training at the Gary branch, where each recruit was given a white coat, asked to grow a Vandyke, and made to practice his patter as if it were Gilbert and Sullivan. Only then were real customers released upon them. Serving as exhibition guides, the floor men were expected to nail 20 percent of all prospects—eight out of an average forty walk-ins a day—or look for another job. The manager of each institute sent headquarters a daily financial report in triplicate.

Admission was free at all these places. The abba-dabba juice was not. Bottles of it were on sale at the exit, a fabled elixir guaranteed to soothe, stimulate, inflate, reinstate, backdate, laminate, and in general make “the withered bough quicken and grow green again,” while at the same time curing and/or preventing the clap; it adapted to the needs of the customer. What was in it? What was in any of them? What was in Dr. Raphael’s Cordial Invigorant, America’s first big virility tonic in the 1850s, whose royal Arabian formula was made vastly more potent by the “magical influence of modern Astrologers”? What was the recipe for Baume de Vie, Elixir Renovans, the Syrop Vitae of Anthony Bellou, the Glorious Spagyric of Jone Case, or any of the others in lands and ages stretching back to the dawn of time? For the record, the Reinhardts’ tonic contained three ingredients—alcohol, sugar, and a dash of “Aqua Missourianas quantitat sufficiat ad cong II”—but this is pedantry.

Big as they were, the Reinhardts still had plenty of competition. Independents with similar rackets were out there grubbing in the twilight, men like Dr. Burke of Knoxville, Tennessee, who in 1907 was running his own small shop with the help of an assistant, Dr. John Brinkley.

Young Brinkley was a likely lad of twenty-two. To call him a doctor was, in the strictest sense, inaccurate, but if the white coat reassured people, the healing had begun. In truth he was the floor man and he worked on commission. Brinkley would study a prospect as he came through the door, then materialize—not too soon—at his elbow. The young physician chatted, he chuckled, he took a grave interest; he showed the man around. Soon the two were passing along the main line of exhibits: a stage-by-stage depiction of the male member in syphilitic decline. It spoke for itself. With each new cabinet the organ grew more deformed and the colors changed. Perhaps leprosy was mentioned by way of comparison.

In the last room the customer met The Boy.

It was known by that name throughout the trade, and every “free educational anatomical institute” worth its salt had one. The scene was replayed countless times: while the salesman hung back, or bent to tie his shoe, the customer approached a rectangular pillar walled in glass. It was pitch-dark inside. The mark moved toward it cautiously, perhaps glancing back at his guide for the go-ahead, peered in close trying to see what was in there—and then the lights blazed on full, and the grinning wax face of an idiot sprang into view. Horrifying as it was, the warning above it was even worse:

LOST MANHOOD

The customer knew then that he wasn’t just looking at a vile mask with dripping yellow eyes. He was looking at the future. He was looking at himself.

After this bit of venereal kabuki—“the convincer,” in quack talk—the rest was usually easy. As Dr. Burke sat at a desk, possibly lost in a medical tome, Dr. Brinkley brought the poor sinner forward and introduced him. Burke gave him an “instant consultation” (“Are you ever thirsty?” “Do you sometimes suffer from fatigue?”—warning signs all) and produced a bottle of peerless tonic, which the man was assured would save his organ and probably his life. The price was almost as big a shock as The Boy, between ten and twenty dollars, but who in his right mind would economize at a time like this? Moments later the customer was standing in the alley with the hooey in his hand and the door shut firmly behind him.

How much satisfaction Brinkley felt at such moments is unknown. The greatest quacks never gloat for long; when deception is the drug, there’s no building up a supply. Besides, he had so much ambition that working in two tatty rooms with a substandard Boy could have been depressing at times.

On the other hand, he might have taken pride in having gotten so far so young. Brinkley came from the tiny town of Beta, North Carolina, tucked in the Great Smokies not far from the Tennessee line. Like his neighbors, he grew up on a hilly little farm that produced mostly rocks. He ate mush and greens and lashed gunnysacks to his feet for winter boots. The thick forests and hard climbs, the rainy days when bowls of fog gathered in the valleys, the strangers scarce as hen’s teeth: all this conspired to make the outside world seem little more than a rumor, so it was natural that most people, if they started out there, stayed put.

Not Brinkley. “Kind of a recklesslike boy,” one neighbor called him. “Lively as a cricket,” another said. And all the while he burned with a bitter fire, and he dreamed. (“I thought of John Brinkley freeing the slaves,” he said later, “John Brinkley illuminating the world, John Brinkley facing an assassin’s bullet for the sake of his people, John Brinkley healing the sick.”) But with the slaves freed, the world lit, and nobody caring enough about him to kill him, he chose number four—sort of. First he married Sally Wike, a spitfire from a neighboring farm, as eager as he was to escape the prison of the mountains. Then “he got up a little play,” as Mrs. Ann Bennett, who boarded them briefly, recalled it, “and he and his wife and some more people went on the road from town to town, you know, giving little plays.”

He sang and he danced and he healed. Barely twenty, Brinkley got his precocious start touring as a type of medicine man known as a Quaker doctor. Though, in the general run of Quakers, specialty numbers were almost unknown, some itinerant quacks in those days liked to impersonate them, trading on their legendary rectitude. Some folks saw through the act, but it hardly mattered. Fooling some of the people all of the time and all of the people some of the time was plenty.

They usually performed at night. A platform was unfolded and torches placed at each corner as the audience gathered, drawn by handbills and word of mouth. While there is no specific record of a Brinkley performance, there was a set pattern to most Quaker-doctor shows. First a fiddler or a dancer got the crowd warmed up. A short morality play followed, in which a noble head of house or ringleted female died pathetically for lack of a miracle tonic, identified by name. Finally the physician himself (Brinkley) shot onstage in a dinner-plate hat, cutaway coat, and pious pants that buttoned up the sides, theeing and thouing, singing and selling, waving a bottle of Ayer’s Cathartic Pills. Or maybe Burdock Blood Bitters or Aunt Fanny’s Worm Candy. One thing was for sure, whatever it was cured whatever you had.

With his unerring nose for where the money was, Brinkley had already become an American archetype: the quack on the boards. For in our nation with its special genius for swindle—where swampland, beefsteak mines, and tickets to nonexistent attractions practically sell themselves—medical fraud had always been the king of cons. At the 1893 World’s Fair in Chicago, a man dressed as a cowboy appeared onstage and strangled rattlesnakes by the dozen. He called what came out of them snake oil. People bought it.

Of course quacks have flourished in all ages and cultures, for nothing shows reason the door like cures for things. Unlike most scams, which target greed, quackery fires deeper into Jungian universals: our fear of death, our craving for miracles. When we see night approaching, nearly all of us are rubes.

Still, there has probably never been a more quack-prone and quack-infested country than the United States. Flocking west with the pioneers, they struck in one town, vanished to the next, and taught their tricks to others. Dupes were as common as passenger pigeons. Many Americans viewed hospitals, sometimes with justice, as tricked-up funeral homes and doctors as crooks who had a financial stake in keeping them sick.

But quacks weren’t just accepted; they were joyously embraced, thanks to a perverse seam in the American mind stretching back almost to the dawn of the republic.

It first appeared in the early nineteenth century. In the heady days of Jacksonian democracy, that delirious celebration of the ordinary, the nation’s elite—preachers, doctors, lawyers—were overthrown (at least mentally) with an abandon reminiscent of the French Revolution. Suddenly, to be educated was to be despised. Now, when it came to physicians, Americans not only tolerated but demanded incompetence. So high was the common man exalted that state governments, all but three, actually repealed licensing requirements for doctors. In midcentury educator Lemuel Shattuck, asked by the Massachusetts legislature to conduct a sanitary survey of that state, reported back: “Any one, male or female, learned or ignorant, an honest man or a knave, can assume the name of physician, and ‘practice’ upon any one, to cure or to kill, as either may happen, without accountability. It’s a free country!”

The result of all this deregulation was the quack equivalent of the Oklahoma Land Rush, with effects that lasted for generations to come. Legitimate doctors had difficulty fighting back, their own record being spotty at best. Take Dr. Benjamin Rush, friend to the founders, signer of the Declaration of Independence, and by common consent the father of American medicine, who for many years after his death remained the nation’s best-known physician. Hardworking, honest, a man who took his role as medical counselor to the nation seriously, he was also a virtual death machine, as grossly misguided as he was sincere. Rush favored bombing the body with mercury-laced calomel (which caused rampant diarrhea, bleeding of the gums, and uncontrolled drooling), blistering with hot irons (pain to no purpose), tobacco-smoke enemas, and bleeding by the pint. Some remember him today as the man who murdered George Washington, albeit unintentionally. Of course every evil has its upside: thanks in part to men like Rush, degenerative diseases of the heart, liver, kidneys, and so forth were almost unknown because so few people lived long enough to contract them.

So just who were the quacks? In this melee of plagues and poisons did it even matter? Granted, the people who bought pills against earthquakes were probably wasting their money, but when a man like Elisha Perkins (a contemporary of Dr. Rush) came along with his “galvanic tractors,” fussing over the body with some hocus-pocus and two metal rods, at least he held with Hippocrates and did no harm. Like Dr. Rush, Dr. Perkins believed in what he was doing. Both were wrong, yet the one was honored and the other condemned. Given history like this, it becomes easier to understand why the people John Brinkley played to—especially the sick and frightened—were willing to give that youngster onstage the benefit of the doubt.

Confederates passed through the crowd laden with bottles of medicine for sale, while he cried up its vitalizing force, efficacious effluvium, and low, low price.

“All sold out, Doctor!”

“Bless you, my friends!”

The little troupe disbanded within a few months, and Brinkley never sang or danced for the rest of his career. Though he learned some important lessons, which he would later apply on the world stage, he was a faux scientist of the twentieth century, not a clown of the nineteenth. Working for Dr. Burke, his next step, at least put him in the right coat. But like his early role model, Abraham Lincoln, his ambition was a little engine that knew no rest, and in 1908 Brinkley moved on again, heading north this time toward the big city.
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One thing at least would have been familiar: the fog that dragged, Smoky Mountain–style, across the grain elevators along the Chicago River. Some days it swallowed up portions of the city. It settled in doorways and ballooned slowly from passageways and alleys, mixing with steam and coal smoke, through which pedestrians burst as if out of a dream.

The city threw light at the problem. Along with snake oil, its recent world’s fair had showcased Edison’s great breakthrough, and ever since then Chicago had been his best customer. It became a city, one resident said, of “incredibly long lanes of street-lamps, up and down the slopes; light everywhere; light lavished and wasted; as much candle-power used in a week as the whole nation once used in a year.” And it was by this light, on an evening’s prowl along the Gold Coast, that Brinkley first beheld the world he had always dreamed of.

Fronting the already poisoned waters of Lake Michigan stood a receiving line of mansions: Rhine castles, gothic fortresses, medieval watchtowers, interrupted by hedges and open stables and the rumps of the best horses. Not everything was in the best of taste, but that was the point. The wealth of this new aristocracy—the lords of buttons and dry goods, the kings of pork—was gaudy and unembarrassed. You could smell it on the breeze. The Libbeys, the Swifts, and the Armours had alchemized seventy-five miles of sliding stockyard sewage into a sort of best-guess version of high society: theme parties and soirees, top hats and hourglass gowns, French toques with egret feathers and dog collars of pearls. To Brinkley this was the definition of money well spent.

He liked other things about Chicago. The same perch near the top of the Mississippi that made the city a hub for livestock (and later liquor and the blues) also made it a natural gathering ground for quacks. In Brinkley’s line alone, the virility racket, opportunities abounded. Along with the Reinhardt twins, the Packers Product Company was based here, manufacturers of Orchis Extract, the alleged essence of rams’ testicles. The company letterhead carried a picture of the Union Stock Yards at the top, with Armour headquarters visible. Packers had no affiliation with Armour; the purpose was simply to link the concepts of Orchis and big meat. At the rival Animal Therapy Company, when its two partners quarreled over profits, one walked across the hall and put a bullet between the eyes of the other—quackery, Chicago-style.

But Brinkley wasn’t interested in all this, at least for now. He had come to town with another purpose: to go to medical school. It’s conceivable he intended, however briefly, to go straight. More likely he understood that the success he dreamed of required the sheen of respectability and a bigger toolbox. Either way he had to work quickly. Married to Sally, with two daughters and a third child on the way, he had responsibilities.

What kind of school should he attend?

For many in his position the answer was obvious. The American Medical Association, the physicians’ mother church of respectability, was headquartered in Chicago, and several mainstream schools operated there under its protection and scrutiny. These institutions drew legions of foursquare, impeccably conservative students—men like Morris Fishbein, who arrived in town not long after Brinkley. A roly-poly youth from Indianapolis, Fishbein was the son of a glassware merchant who had emigrated from eastern Europe. Morris had been inspired to become a doctor, at least in part, by something he had seen regularly in the park near his home: people sitting on benches after visits to Dr. Benjamin Bye, a neighborhood cancer quack. Bye specialized in cancers of the face and neck, which he treated with a caustic paste. Fishbein never forgot, as he later wrote, “the disastrous appearance of those patients”—the heads bandaged, the blood soaking through. Now he was about to enter Rush Medical College, which (though named for a man disastrous in his own right) was the city’s oldest medical school, one of the best respected, with close ties to the University of Chicago and blessed by the AMA.

Brinkley, on the other hand, had applied nowhere ahead of time. With his instinct for coloring outside the lines, he was more inclined to browse. He had a number of options.

The AMA-approved schools, like Rush Medical College, taught a type of medicine called allopathy. Dominant throughout the country, this approach was founded on scientific experiment—that is, drugs developed in the lab—and surgery. But the allopathics were hardly in charge. Other accredited and successful schools as splintered as the sects of Christianity variously preached the gospels of osteopathy, chiropractic, homeopathy, herbs, and more. The AMA loathed and denounced them all, but in this it was like the angry upstairs neighbor who keeps coming down to complain about the noise. Nobody listened. Since the founding of the American Medical Association in 1847—a reaction to the free-for-all of nonlicensing—the process of becoming a doctor had changed mightily, but the present system simply swapped one form of chaos for another. Now in most states each branch of medicine had its own licensing board. It would have been hard to purposely design a system more lax and corrupt.

Brinkley shopped around and selected Bennett Eclectic Medical College. With about five thousand practitioners around the country, 4 percent of licensed physicians, eclectic medicine relied chiefly on herbal remedies. Not everything about it was quackish. Eclecticism had always opposed treatments like bleeding and mercury even when more respectable disciplines had not, and some of its theories on plant use were ahead of their time. But it also tolerated a lot of woolly-headed guesswork—“old grandmother and witch-doctor” treatments, the AMA called them—which made its academic coursework easier and cheaper than most.

Brinkley borrowed the twenty-five-dollar entry fee from a loan shark and started classes on June 26, 1908.

Student by day, telegraph operator by night, he grabbed ten-cent dinners at nightfall downtown at Pittsburgh Joe’s. It was a punishing routine, but no one ever said he was lazy. He drank, and as time went on he drank more, like a lot of other people in Chicago. The city’s livestock-flavored water, courtesy of the stockyards, sickened or killed a disproportionate number of citizens and drove others into a sort of defensive alcoholism. At least it was a popular excuse.

For three years he kept it all going, but the work and the liquor wore him down, and he grew increasingly morose. There he sat nuzzling steins in the company of vagrants and pickled eggs while the swells were sipping Benedictine and gazing out the window at their sailboats. Meanwhile his wife, Sally, was developing into a harpy of Greek proportions. The problem wasn’t so much growing differences between them as it was discovering they simply didn’t like each other. Sally had his number, though. She could see by his brooding that he was gearing up for some big change; he had a trick, she later said, of “always pitying himself to gain confidence.” When he quit school with a year still to go, Brinkley said it was because he didn’t have the money, but he might have done the same anyway. To a certain kind of mind, graduation is cheating.

Two years later, on an early spring evening in 1913, he stood in the fabled bar of the Brevoort Hotel.

He was in downtown Chicago, no more than half a mile from where his odyssey had begun, but in the time between he had rambled all over the Midwest. After shedding his wife and children—he and Sally didn’t even bother to divorce—he had hit the road. What he was looking for, he didn’t know. For two years he dodged bill collectors and rode the rails and drank when he could afford it. He spent months lurking in St. Louis doing nothing in particular. Finally in February 1913, at age twenty-seven, he returned to Chicago with an itch for fame but still no plan.

Things had changed since he’d been away. Chicago was in the grips of an antivice crusade targeting the barrelhouse joints and all-night oyster bars. But he was done with all that anyway. From here on, if he had to lurk, he would lurk at the top.

The Brevoort was one of the finest hotels in the city. Its lobby was like the Harvard Club swollen to fifty times normal size, with maroon leather armchairs and epic chandeliers. Adjoining it was the bar, a masculine preserve ornate even for the period. Done in cream, rose, green, and gold, with mirrored rectangular columns, it outrococoed most of old Europe. The bar itself, set in the center, was round and embedded with crystal snowflakes.

Financially it was way over Brinkley’s head, but spiritually it was perfect. Here gathered the men he most admired, the rough and rowdy capitalists with their matching paunches and dollar cigars. The drinks were stiff and the talk was the roar of prosperity.

It’s not surprising that Brinkley and James Crawford should have found each other here. They were two sore thumbs, two aspirers dressed not quite well enough for the room. Each was alone. Possibly Crawford’s having only one arm spoke to the physician in Brinkley, or maybe they recognized the grifter in each other’s eyes.

They had a drink together. Crawford was twenty-three years old, from Oxford, Mississippi. He said he’d been the victim of a hunting accident—though even with two arms he hadn’t been any world-beater, as Brinkley soon figured out.

Still, he was company. Even better, he could be of use.
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When Brinkley and Crawford teamed up, quackery was in crisis. The first shock had come in October 1905 when Collier’s introduced a pioneering series of articles by Samuel Hopkins Adams. Titled “The Great American Fraud,” it began by promising a “full explanation and exposure of patent medicine methods and the harm done to the public by this industry.” Then, to the consternation of the country, Adams delivered.

“Gullible America,” he wrote, “will spend this year some seventy-five million dollars in the purchase of patent medicines. In consideration of this sum it will swallow huge quantities of alcohol, an appalling amount of opiates and narcotics, a wide assortment of varied drugs ranging from powerful and dangerous heart depressants to insidious liver stimulants; and, far in excess of other ingredients, undiluted fraud.”

Over the course of eleven articles he flayed the patent-medicine business, all the way back to Benjamin Franklin’s mother-in-law and her “well-known Ointment for the ITCH.” Primarily, though, he named names in the present: 264 culpable companies and individuals. As curatives most of what they sold was worthless at best (ketchup started life as a patent medicine), but Adams saved his greatest venom for those whose reckless dispensing of cocaine and opium “stupefies helpless babies and makes criminals of our young men and harlots of our young women.” He also disclosed the alcohol content of famous brands like Paine’s Celery Compound (21 percent) and Hostetter’s Stomach Bitters(44.3 percent). The bestselling of the bunch was Peruna, “the most prominent proprietary nostrum in the country,” manufactured by a Dr. S. B. Hartman of Cincinnati. Favored by bridge-playing old ladies and other discreet alcoholics, it had spawned the term Peruna drunk and been banned from reservations by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, while producing imitators like Pe-ru-vi-na, P-Ru-Na, Perina, and Anurep. Within a year of Adams’s exposé, Hartman was told by the IRS either to put real medicine in his product or “open a bar.”

But the most important response to the Collier’s series (together with The Jungle, Upton Sinclair’s exposé of the Chicago stockyards) was the passing of the first Pure Food and Drug Act in 1906. The law was characteristically congressional; that is, it left rat holes for industry to hide in. Nevertheless, as Lady Bracknell observed, “ignorance is like a delicate, exotic fruit; touch it, and the bloom is gone.” Now that the public had been alerted to the scourge of patent medicines, the golden age for manufacturers was over. Right in step with Collier’s, the AMA hired a former high-school science teacher from Milwaukee, Arthur J. Cramp, to head a new antifraud unit of its own.

What this meant for Brinkley and Crawford, as they plotted the future, was that the old tonic wheeze would no longer suffice. They needed something with more snap, more pizzazz, something worthy of the age of Edison.

Time: a summer day in 1913. Place: Greenville, South Carolina. Amid the clutter of signs along Main Street, the newest is a discreet bronze doorplate at the bottom of a flight of stairs:

GREENVILLE ELECTRO MEDIC DOCTORS

The office is over a shoe store near the corner of Coffee and Main. Farther along, a brick emporium sells lace, ribbons, mule shoes, and molasses, and out back of the restaurant these sweltering afternoons, a couple of the willfully unemployed are usually chewing tobacco and taking long squirts at the bees that hover over the trash. Aside from Shoeless Joe Jackson, the local boy made good, Greenville isn’t known for much of anything except maybe its mud—a red, shoe-sucking muck that some people on wet days swear is carnivorous.

The partners had traveled first to Knoxville, Tennessee, where Brinkley’s old boss and mentor still ran his syphilis museum. For two weeks Dr. Burke graciously taught Crawford the finer points of quack bookkeeping and customer psychology, in return for which, once he was back on the road, Crawford started calling himself Dr. Burke for credit purposes. Brinkley became Blakely. They had taken soundings in several towns before settling on this one.

First stop was the barbershop for shaves and haircuts. Then, smelling prosperously of bay rum, they went all over Greenville establishing credit accounts. Clothes, furniture, office space, and phones were bought, rented, or arranged for; the two also charmed drugs and medical supplies out of the pharmacist across the street, an elderly party who dispensed mercury pills for depression and still bled the occasional customer with leeches off the back shelf. Next to him these fellows from up north looked like tomorrow’s headlines. Besides, even in defiantly backward Greenville—where some folks still insisted that if God had wanted that bridge over the Reedy River, he would have put it there himself—the fad for healing with electricity had been gaining ground. Electric ointments were selling across the country, electric hairbrushes, electric corsets, electric belts; there were even ads for electric food. (People either didn’t notice or didn’t care that Thomas A. Edison Jr., creator of the Magno-Electric Vitalizer, had been arrested for fraud in 1904.) Now, thanks to Brinkley and Crawford, Greenville had its very own electric doctors. Their ads in the Daily News were a frank challenge to every man to look inside himself, or just look down:

Are You a Manly Man Full of Vigor?

The answer in many cases was happily no. Each morning brought another bunch of doleful shufflers into the office of Drs. Blakely and Burke. From bankers to farmers, from young bucks to the old and dim, all crowded together in the waiting room where they sat, mostly mute, under the flypaper. When his name was called, each in turn walked across to a desk to be interviewed by Dr. Burke, né Crawford, whose Southern accent and single arm confirmed him as a brother who had also known suffering.

Dr. Burke asked a few questions, made a few notes, and put out his palm for twenty-five dollars—a massive sum. From there the client passed on into the treatment room, where Dr. Blakely spent the morning injecting colored water into rear ends. If anyone asked, he said it was electric medicine from Germany.

The pair skipped town in late July. How much money they got altogether is unknown, but the local paper reported that thirty to forty merchants were stuck with bad checks.

Crawford said he knew some girls in Memphis, so after a stop off in Mississippi, the partners went up there to relax. The town was amusing enough considering the heat: cotton and steamboats on the perimeter and a downtown teeming with straw boaters, striped ties, and so many women in long white dresses it looked like a city full of brides.

The perfect place for Brinkley to meet Minerva Telitha Jones. Perhaps a former acquaintance of Crawford’s, Minnie was twenty-one, the daughter of a prominent local physician, and she liked to go dancing on some of those riverboats. She had the odd knack, evident in photographs, of looking glamorous one moment, gap-toothed hillbilly the next, and good either way. At least Brinkley thought so.

On August 23, 1913, just four days after they met, they were married at the old Peabody Hotel. Dr. and Mrs. Tiberius Gracchus Jones and Minnie’s brother, also Tiberius, attended. Crawford was best man. Brinkley didn’t spoil the happy day by telling anyone, including Minnie, that he already had a wife.

He did tell her during their honeymoon out west. Minnie was willing to work the problem out together, but when she informed her father on their return, he was fit to be tied.

Then the Greenville sheriff appeared.

Statistically this was little short of amazing. Interstate pursuit by law enforcement was difficult and rare; it usually took at least a murder to even put it in motion. But by being so good at what they did, Brinkley and Crawford had infuriated the dozens of Greenville citizens who, as the Daily News put it, “fell victims to the hot air anaesthetic which the Electric Medics administered.” The humiliation was worse than losing the money, and the marks wanted revenge.

Sheriff Hendrix Rector mailed wanted posters to police stations all over the country offering a forty-dollar reward, and he followed up with phone calls. Finally the authorities in Knoxville recognized Brinkley, apparently through his connection to the real Dr. Burke, which led to a concentrated search in Tennessee.

On December 8, 1913, Sheriff Rector clapped handcuffs on the new groom—who blamed everything on Crawford—and took him back to Greenville on the train. They journeyed overnight, shackled together. In the shadows other passengers snored, ate out of shoeboxes, or bought fried chicken and ginger cakes through the windows at station stops. No offer was made to feed the prisoner.

The Greenville jail, better known as Little Siberia, was a stone pile next to a weedy vacant lot strewn with empty bottles. One of the grimy little windows facing the street was broken, and a pillow had been stuffed in it to keep out the cold. The cells were on the second floor, and here the weather poured in; no panes, only iron bars.

The ex-fugitive was charged with forgery and practicing medicine without a license.

If huddling on an iron cot over Christmas far from his bride was gall and wormwood to Brinkley, at least he didn’t suffer alone. Thanks to information he supplied, Crawford was tracked down in Kansas City where he was working as a bread salesman. Ten days after Brinkley’s arrival, Crawford was brought in and put in a cell across the hall. Each was held on three thousand dollars bond.

Married just four months to the girl of his dreams, then exposed as a bigamist, forger, and quack. Perhaps he had a Scarlett O’Hara moment. From here on out he would prove wonderfully adept at staying out of jail.
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In 1912 Morris Fishbein graduated from Rush Medical College. He had thrived in school as a favorite of important senior faculty like Dr. Max Thorek, a Hungarian who was chief of surgery at a top Chicago hospital. Now the young man was ready for…what? He couldn’t decide. Hesitating between pathology and pediatrics, he spent a few months on staff at the McCormick Institute for Infectious Diseases without choosing a specialty. But as it turned out, he didn’t need to; he was about to leave patient care forever. In August 1913 (the month Brinkley was married) Fishbein was offered a temporary position as assistant to the editor of the Journal of the American Medical Association, largely on the strength of his shorthand. This job, which he took as a stopgap, would propel him into his long and improbable career as the great quack buster of his day, and later the hellhound on Brinkley’s trail.

At JAMA’s modest offices on Dearborn Street, the twenty-four-year-old Fishbein brought his gobbling intelligence and photographic memory to the great medical questions of the day. He talked fast and he talked a lot (“because I have so much to say”). If he was told some topic in the magazine might bore the public, “his eyes bulge[d] unbelievingly,” a colleague said. Already balding and potato shaped, Fishbein struck a visitor as “precocity personified…. He was not yet, when I met him, Mr. A.M.A., but he gave the impression that it wouldn’t be long before he would be.”

Fishbein himself was impressed by Arthur Cramp, the man hired in the wake of the Collier’s series to head up the AMA’s Bureau of Investigation. Soft-spoken, fastidious, a bird-watcher in his off-hours, Cramp struck some as a bit of a milquetoast. But in Milwaukee, where he’d taught school, his young daughter had died at the hands of a quack, and ever since then he had devoted his life to destroying the whole fraternity. Since 1906 exposés of medical charlatans had poured from his pen. Still he had an engaging sense of the absurd: before savaging each new target, he liked to read a chapter of Alice in Wonderland. He said it put him in the right mood.

One day Cramp showed the new assistant editor his enormous patent medicine collection. It was like walking into a cave of skulls or Jefferson’s wine cellar: even Fishbein fell silent. On Cramp’s desk stood a bottle of his current quarry, Wine of Cardui, a 38-proof “uterine sedative” which claimed to “raise the fallen womb.” The two men wound up collaborating on the JAMA article that exposed it as a fraud, the start of a partnership that would last for more than twenty years. Starting out as mentor, Cramp eventually came to play Billy Strayhorn to Fishbein’s Ellington, the offstage alter ego feeding and boosting the performance of the maestro.

The sheer number of bad checks actually worked in the electro-medics’ favor. Lawyers consolidated the complaints into a single settlement proposal (several thousand dollars), and the Greenville merchants accepted it. Crawford supplied most of the money to spring them, his partner little or nothing. Minnie’s father contributed two hundred dollars by wire. Either his daughter’s pleas had touched him, or he had the gift of prescience: later on when Brinkley achieved his huge success, he put the old man and Minnie’s brother and sister all on the payroll. There is no record of Greenville’s swindled patients getting anything, probably because they were too shy to speak up.

The deal was signed on December 31. “In their hurry to get out of the city,” the Daily News reported, “Brinkley and Crawford left their luggage at the jail.” The partnership was finished.

In Memphis, Minnie was waiting, as faithful as Juliet and tough as nails. For the next three years the still-not-quite-legal couple roamed through Kansas and Arkansas, while Brinkley scratched a living as a traveling medico. Eventually, like the scarecrow in The Wizard of Oz, he had everything but a diploma, so he bought one. On May 7, 1915, the Eclectic Medical University of Kansas City presented him with a certificate signed by its president, Dr. Date R. Alexander. To become an alumnus of E.M.U. (later described in court proceedings as “vague, obliging and long defunct”) cost Brinkley one hundred dollars and got him licensed in eight states.

First he tried setting up as a GP in Judsonia, Arkansas. He had a little trick there for trying to drum up business, renting a horse now and then at the livery stable and galloping out of town as if on an urgent call, but it didn’t work and they had to move on. His divorce came through at last, however, and he and Minnie officially remarried, formalizing what the years would prove: how much they loved each other.

For a few weeks in 1916 Brinkley served as “physician and clerk” at a Kansas City meatpacking plant. In idle hours he watched billy goats copulate in their pens, just minutes away from slaughter: sure food for the philosopher. He was struck, as he later said, by their “considerable lubricity.” A meat inspector told him that compared with other livestock goats got sick the least.

As he gazed at them, Brinkley was tortured by formless ambition. He was thirty-one years old now. Would he ever tear his way out of this moonless obscurity? How he longed to become a giant like the great Dr. Abrams—Albert Abrams of San Francisco—the gold standard then, the colossus of quackery. Sporting a classic Vandyke and pince-nez with black ribbon, Abrams had first gained fame with his book Spondylotherapy in 1910, wherein he revealed that disease could be diagnosed and cured by “a steady, rapid percussing or hammering of the spine.” Soon he added a new wrinkle, the “rheostatic dynamizer,” a box with wires in it. First a drop of the patient’s blood was placed inside. Then more wires were run to the head of someone else, a healthy person facing west. By tapping this second person’s abdomen, Dr. Abrams could not only diagnose the patient’s illness but also tell his religion. Later he replaced this gizmo with the “oscilloclast,” a sort of souped-up dynamizer, which he manufactured and leased to other quacks.

This was the sort of heroic scale on which Brinkley longed to work. Somewhere, he thought, in the vast detritus of vibrometers, spectro-chrome pituitary stimulants, and foot-powered breast enlargers lay the key.
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At Fort Bliss, Texas, outside El Paso, First Lieutenant John R. Brinkley lay on his stomach in sick bay emitting sounds of anguish.

In the summer of 1917 the barbarians weren’t anywhere near the gates, yet to his dismay he had been drafted anyway and sent here as doctor to the Sixty-fourth Infantry. As Brinkley later remembered it, the job was crushingly difficult: “I did the work ordinarily required of ten men. I had 2,208 raw recruits, without medical supplies, clothing or anything else. I was the only medical officer and worked day and night trying to get my troops vaccinated against typhoid and small pox, besides looking after the sanitation of the regiment…. My raw recruits were coming down with all kinds of infectious diseases like measles, meningitis, and besides I had to do the operating on those that needed surgery and treat those I had in quarters, visit my sick ones I had in the hospital, make out my technical reports and on top of all this, about twice a week I got orders every evening about six o’clock to be ready for debarkation the next morning….

“When you take into consideration that one lone medical officer was doing all this work, it is no wonder that along in August I broke all to pieces and landed in the hospital.” Upon his recovery, he said, he received “a surgeon’s certificate of disability” and went on to render “private service to our government.”

In fact, the record shows that of the two months and thirteen days he served in the army, Brinkley spent more than half the time in sick bay complaining of “rectal fistula, multiple.” In August he got the boot.

Down to his last few dollars, he spotted a newspaper ad: Milford, Kansas, population two thousand, was looking for a doctor. He and Minnie loaded up their flivver and arrived there on October 7,1917. On the edge of town Brinkley stopped, and the car shivered into silence. Milford had lied to them. Its population wasn’t two thousand; it was two hundred, if it stood on a chair.

Located ninety-five miles north of Wichita and ten miles from the exact geographical center of the nation, Milford was about as close as you could get to the navel of the United States, and about as interesting to contemplate. In 1859 traveler Horace Greeley wrote that the buffalo moved quickly through the area, “as I should urgently advise them to do.” Since then the town had grown to a length of two blocks. Its lone attempt at grandeur, a large building misguidedly salvaged from the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair, stood empty and derelict. The train station was in a cornfield.

Minnie took one look at Milford and burst into tears.

But they had no choice, so they rolled up their sleeves. The Brinkleys rented two rooms, opened an office in front, and put their iron bed in the back. They added a small drugstore. And in the weeks that followed they began to make a name for themselves. Brinkley traveled miles to make house calls, even after the snows hit, and Minnie hired out as a midwife. Even so, they were barely getting by.

Then one day a forty-six-year-old farmer, Bill Stittsworth, appeared at their door, big featured, unshaven, in a crumpled hat. His visit didn’t seem like the Annunciation, any more than he looked like the archangel Gabriel. At least at first.

“There’s something wrong with me,” Stittsworth said when he’d taken a seat, “though to look at me you wouldn’t judge it. I do look husky, don’t I?”

Brinkley nodded and stroked his goatee, a habitual tic.

“I’m all in,” the patient ventured. “No pep. I’m a flat tire.”

Finally he spelled it out.

Dr. Brinkley (perhaps mindful he could be staying there a while) replied that over the years he had tried “serums, medicines and electricity,” but nothing worked on that condition. There was no cure.

A pause as they gazed out the window.

“Too bad I don’t have billy-goat nuts,” the farmer remarked, pondering the livestock.

Exactly what happened next is in dispute. According to the book Life of a Man by Clement Wood, a self-promotional fantasia commissioned by Brinkley in the 1930s: “The doctor half closed his eyes and considered…. And then he shook his head, slowly. The code of ethics his father had drilled into him forever forbade him from any conduct, especially with relation
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