
Witness the rise and fall of the greatest medical con man of all 
time in this enormously entertaining story of how a fraudulent 
surgeon made a fortune by inserting goats’ testes into impotent 
American men.

In 1917, having no medical training aside from years of 
selling worthless patent cures, “Doctor” John Brinkley 
opened a medical practice in the tiny town of Milford, 
Kansas. Fifteen years later, he became America’s most 
famous surgeon, having pioneered an outlandish and 
highly dangerous method for restoring male virility.

It’s pure flimflam, of course, but this is the Age of 
Flimflam, when toxic snake-oil tonics sell under 
hundreds of brand names and traveling minstrel shows 
hawk bizarre machines that supposedly cure everything 
from cancer to the common cold.

Chicago firebrand intellectual Morris Fishbein, editor 
of a little-read publication called the Journal of the 
American Medical Association, soon made it his life’s 
mission to bring Brinkley down.

Assisted by such luminaries as H. L. Mencken and 
Sinclair Lewis, Fishbein launched offensive after 
offensive. Yet each time Fishbein closed a door, 
Brinkley opened a window, eventually becoming 
America’s most popular broadcaster so that he could 
plug his services on the radio. While murdering dozens 
of patients, he ran for governor of Kansas and nearly 
won. Finally, his decades-long cat-and-mouse game 
with Fishbein culminated in a spellbinding trial.
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PRAISE FOR CHARLATAN

“Shocking and hilarious in equal measure.... As 
irresistible as Brinkley’s snake oil, and far more 
invigorating, Charlatan is an instant classic.” 

—Francis Wheen, author of 
When Mumbo-Jumbo Conquered the World  

“Astonishing…. This masterfully told story of the 
world’s most dangerous quack and the medical sleuth 
who tracked him down is a delight.” 

—Wendy Moore, author of The Knife Man: Blood, 
Body Snatching and the Birth of Modern Surgery 
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