

[image: cover]




[image: imgtitle.jpg]




 


Entrepreneur Press, Publisher


Cover Design: Andrew Welyczko


Interior Design: Entrepreneur Press


© 2026 by Dan S. Kennedy & Chip Kessler


All rights reserved.


Reproduction or translation of any part of this work beyond that permitted by Section 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act without permission of the copyright owner is unlawful. Requests for permission or further information should be addressed to Entrepreneur Media, LLC Attn: Legal Department, 1651 E 4th St, Suite 125, Santa Ana, CA 92701.


This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional services. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought.


Entrepreneur Press® is a registered trademark of Entrepreneur Media, LLC


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Kennedy, Dan S., 1954-author. | Kessler, Chip, author.


Title: No B.S. guide to making them believe : how John R. Brinkley used his 21 lost marketing secrets to build a notorious medical empire and made millions / by Dan S. Kennedy and Chip Kessler.


Other titles: Making them believe


Description: [Second edition]. | [Santa Ana] : Entrepreneur Press, [2025] | Includes bibliographical references. | Summary: “In this second edition, delve into Dr. John Brinkley’s TWENTY-ONE MARKETING PRINCIPLES, which offer a blueprint for bold advertising, marketing, promotion, and personal promotion strategies that can transform any business into a profitable venture”—Provided by publisher.


Identifiers: LCCN 2024055877 (print) | LCCN 2024055878 (ebook) | ISBN 9781642011821 (paperback) | ISBN 9781613084922 (epub)


Subjects: LCSH: Brinkley, John Richard, 1885-1942. | Sales promotion--United States. | Marketing--United States. | Success in business--United States.


Classification: LCC HF5438.5 .K46 2025 (print) | LCC HF5438.5 (ebook) | DDC 658.8/2--dc23/eng/20250314


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024055877 LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024055878


Printed in the United States of America




 


IMPORTANT INTRODUCTORY MATERIAL


If Your Erection Lasts Longer Than Four Hours…


by Dan S. Kennedy


As I write this page, I am a few weeks into my 70th year, breathing, eating, sleeping, and earning my living with advertising, marketing, and promotion—in many ways, making hay from hype. I am not at all ashamed of that truth. I love my work. So, I am a great fan of outrageous, over-the-top advertising and marketing, all the way to flimflammery.


One of my favorites is the widely run, extremely successful campaign for “Amish heaters”—actually ordinary space heaters designed to look like fireplaces, stuck inside rolling wood boxes with mantles, those; only the wooden boxes are manufactured by “Amish craftsmen” and then sold at premium—or, if you prefer, inflated—prices via copy-rich, story-rich full-page newspaper ads, magazine ads, direct-mail pieces, online media, and even a TV infomercial. Ironic, since the Amish can’t even have these things in their own homes or see the infomercial or YouTube video selling them. Amusing, because the Amish have nothing whatsoever to do with the “furnace,” only its wood frame. But a benign, pretty much harmless flimflam. The ad is a masterpiece, and I admire it like I imagine a connoisseur of art admires a great painting hung in a museum.


Most of these come and go. In 2010, when the first edition of this book was done, Subway® was presenting itself as a weight-loss diet—big loaves of bread filled with processed meats, topped with “healthy veggies.” In 2024, new weight-loss prescription drugs derivative of the diabetes drug Ozempic®, loaded with dangerous side effects, were being heavily advertised and sold as the new path to health. By drug-induced weight loss. The ads are terrific. The product, not so much. Just my opinion, of course. But mark my words: In a handful of years or so, there will be attorney ads calling out for “victims” of these products.


Anyway, that gives you a bit of insight into my twisted mind. I have studied the lives and, to the greatest extent possible, the marketing and promotion strategies of great flimflam artists like Barnum and Houdini, and this book owes some debt of inspiration to a book about Barnum’s marketing by a friend of mine, Joe Vitale: There’s a Customer Born Every Minute. Modern-day Barnums fascinate, too, like Trump. I mentioned him in the 2010 version of this introduction, when he was applying the art of self-promotion in business, before politics. But the most audacious from past centuries fascinate most, as they had to pull off their grandiose schemes and escapades without the array of media and ready access to it that we have today. One can only imagine the havoc this book’s subject, the rascally Dr. Brinkley, might have wrought had he had the internet, email, Twitter, YouTube, and TV infomercials to work with. (In Bonus Chapter One, my co-author tackles Brinkley and the internet.)


When I first found and read Pope Brock’s brilliantly written book Charlatan, about Dr. John Brinkley, I couldn’t wait to get copies into the hands of my friends in the marketing world, and to recommend it in my newsletters. Dr. Brinkley was in the erectile dysfunction treatment business before blue pills or TV commercials, instead selling surgical grafting of goat testicles to men in need. Yes, you read that right. Then, when I discovered that within my Inner Circle Membership, we had the husband of a direct descendant of John Brinkley, himself an able marketer and passionate student of the game, and in possession of insider knowledge about Brinkley, and with access to a vast archive of Brinkley ads, pamphlets, sales letters, radio broadcasts, and the like, I was kid-at-entry-to-candy-store eager to explore. That led to this book, to which I’ve happily contributed—although, frankly, my co-author, Chip Kessler, husband of a cousin of Dr. Brinkley, did the lion’s share of the work. In addition to this book, Chip and I have also collaborated on a much more in-depth course on Brinkley marketing strategies, introduced at the end of this book.


In essence, the book Charlatan tells the John Brinkley story, and if you haven’t read it, you should, as a companion to this. Our book delves deeply into how he did what he did—the psychology behind the marketing and promotion that made Dr. Brinkley a national sensation.


Beyond being entertaining and of prurient interest to anyone with a twisted mind like mine, anyone who thinks that Jerry Della Femina was right when he said that advertising is the most fun you can have with your clothes on, this book does serve practical, profitable purpose. Honest.


Every proposition that Dr. John Brinkley sold and promoted and popularized—as well as his own presentation of himself as a trustworthy man of medicine—was preposterous, outrageous, and incredible. No one of sound mind should have been gulled, but tens of thousands of consumers, media, and even others in the medical community were. It has long been my contention that what successfully sells the incredible can be used even more effectively to sell the credible.


In this book, Chip and I have painstakingly dissected—pardon the use of that term—the ideas, strategies, and tactics that Brinkley used and converted them to principles you can use to promote yourself and your business much more aggressively and persuasively than ever before.


Dr. Brinkley was a pioneer of media. One of the first, if not the first, to use radio as a direct-response media, even a unique form of infomercial on radio. Given that we operate in a brave new world of proliferating new media, there’s much to be learned from the thinking of a man who was 10 steps ahead of the rest of the world in using all that was available in his time.


In today’s media world, filled with YouTube influencers and self-manufactured experts and celebrities, of Kim Kardashian and Joe Rogan, of new fads and new businesses being created from nothing more than wild imagination and aggressive promotion, you need Brinkley-esque strategies just to, borrowing Harvey Mackay’s term, swim with the sharks. In many ways, attention is one of the new, very valuable currencies. It is very hard to command and hold in the crowded, cluttered, competitive, noisy online world, which is what makes having it so valuable.


If nothing else, this book may embolden you and motivate you to push your own envelope a bit farther and be more creative and aggressive, even have more fun, making yourself and your business famous. And please do. We have more than enough “ordinary” in every category.


The modern leading ED cure, Viagra®, was introduced with one of the greatest, most incredible lines ever written, printed, and spoken in advertising: “If your erection lasts longer than four hours, consult your physician immediately.” Dr. Brinkley would be proud.




 


Foreword #1


by James Brinkley


Reprinted from First Edition, 2010




James Brinkley is a cousin of Dr. Brinkley. He has been in various business enterprises throughout his life.





I’m a firm believer in genes playing an important role in what people end up doing in life, whether it’s a career in business, sports, or the arts. I think that it just happens to be in the “Brinkley genes,” when it comes to a great many Brinkleys, that we wind up as businessmen and entrepreneurs. This was how it was growing up in my parents’ household with my brothers, including my niece Debbie’s father, William Hoy Brinkley Jr., and my sister. My parents were both businesspeople, and their example was there for all of us kids to see at an early age.


I remember as a child I used to dream about doing certain things later in life, and they were all pretty much business related. For instance, as a teenager, I dreamed about getting a motel, and it gave me a real warm feeling—the excitement of owning something like that. I’ve just always had an interest in business. It’s what led me to start selling newspapers on the street when I was only eight or nine years old just to get some extra spending money. I’d get eight newspapers a day, and it would take me about four or five hours walking all over town to sell those eight papers. I made two and a half cents for each one I sold. It laid the foundation for my business career that lasts through today, including my latest project: housing developments outside of Jacksonville, Florida.


I know in my case, for example, that whenever I go to a strange city, I’ll look for Brinkleys in the telephone book, and so many times they are involved in running businesses. So, it just seems to me that there’s a gene that leads many a Brinkley into becoming an entrepreneur.


To be in business and to be an entrepreneur, you have to be a bit of a risk-taker. Of course, sometimes becoming a risk-taker, whether it’s in your business life or your personal life, comes out of necessity. I’ve speculated about this quite a bit myself, and it seems to me as if a great many entrepreneurs are more interested in learning as much as they can about their business than the everyday book-style learning we received in school.


My brother Walt was a good example of this. He didn’t have much of an education, maybe just as far as the second or third grade, whatever it was. And yet he went on to become a millionaire. He had the ambition to make something of himself and to have something, so he became an entrepreneur out of necessity. Walt began right after World War II, owning a restaurant that my father built for him and later had our dad put an addition on to the building to sell coal. An interesting note here, and a testimony to Walt’s business instincts, was that when our father had built the restaurant building for Walt, he put a provision into the lease that stated Walt couldn’t sell beer. But when Walt asked him to put on the addition to the restaurant, in order to sell coal, there wasn’t a provision in the additional lease that said anything about selling beer out of the new space. Walt began offering package beer and bringing in $500 to $600 a week, which back then was quite a bit of money. He was making that much just off the beer sales, not to mention what he was bringing in from the restaurant and his coal business. Later, he bought some land himself and built some buildings and rented those out. Eventually, Walt ended up getting one of the first liquor licenses in our hometown of Johnson City, Tennessee. While I can’t say that every Brinkley goes into business for him or herself, the ones who do seem to do very well for themselves.


What follows in this book are the marketing and business stories of two other Brinkleys that ventured out into the world and made names for themselves. One is our erstwhile cousin Dr. John R. Brinkley, and the other is my great-grandfather Samuel Griffith Brinkley. Each, as in keeping with the Brinkley nature, had something special to offer, though both had very different kinds of items to market to the public.


I never got to meet either man, though in the case of my grandfather, my mother would tell us how he was an excellent singer and that he also liked to preach some. She said he was great at being able to throw his voice, or that in later years people did professionally and were called ventriloquists. Then of course there was his most important and unusual characteristic, which you’ll learn more about later in this book.


As for Dr. John R. Brinkley, I really didn’t know much about his exploits until I read the book Charlatan. I’ll say this: I’m not ashamed of him. In fact, I kind of admire the fact that he was that capable of getting his message out, even though he was a rogue. You can’t deny that he had the intelligence and the ingenuity to be able to do the things that he did, and do them successfully. If you’re like me, you can’t help but admire this man.


For me, whether it’s a J. R. Brinkley or anyone that achieves a great deal of success in life, there are things that you can pinpoint, study, and learn from them. In Dr. Brinkley’s case, his achievements were not the most ethical, but the marketing principles he employed have certainly stood the test of time.


It is my hope that you will take this spirit of discovery along with you as you go forward into the following pages.




 


Foreword #2


by Deborah Brinkley Kessler


Reprinted from First Edition, 2010




Deborah Brinkley Kessler is a cousin of Dr. John Brinkley. “Growing Up Brinkley” gave her special insight into the John Brinkley legacy.





I never knew my father. His name was William Hoy Brinkley Jr., and he was tragically killed in a work-related accident a few months before I was born.


Yet, from an early age, I came to realize that being a member of the Brinkley family meant I was part of a unique clan. First and foremost was their uncanny ability to handle money. I’ve often joked that being a Brinkley meant knowing and respecting the value of a dollar. Perhaps that’s why I received my college degree in accounting and have practiced the trade for a number of years.


While I chose to keep track of money in a nuts-and-bolts sense, a great many of the immediate members of my Brinkley family chose a path that allowed them to earn it as businessmen and entrepreneurs. My grandparents ran a local hotel and also a restaurant; one of their sons (my Uncle Walter) established the first liquor store in our town, and other relatives were associated with one business or another. My last surviving uncle, James Brinkley, owned a couple of businesses in Florida.


In this book, you’ll read about a couple of other Brinkley relatives. One is my great-great-grandfather Samuel Griffith Brinkley. He was destined to become one of the most memorable entertainers of his era. How he achieved this distinction is something I hope you enjoy learning about. Next is the main subject of these pages, John R. Brinkley, a cousin from many years back.


While his various activities were of a questionable nature, one thing is certain: John R. Brinkley knew what he wanted out of life and devised ingenious methods to gain them. While I’m not a marketer, I am a consumer for sheer nerve and an unwavering sense of style. You have to hand it to the man. According to my husband, Chip—who is an enthusiastic student of marketing under the leadership of his fellow author Dan Kennedy—John R. Brinkley was at the top of his game. Chip tells me that the beauty of John’s marketing is how far ahead of his time he was, and for sheer, unmitigated gall and daring, unmatched! That’s the reason he and Mr. Kennedy were excited to tell you the story of John R. Brinkley, the marketer.


I, of course, heard “the legend of Dr. Brinkley” from my family, but discovered much I didn’t know when reading Pope Brock’s book about his life, Charlatan. Now I’ve learned much more about how John Brinkley did what he did from the research Chip and Mr. Kennedy have done in writing this book—sort of a manual of rogue marketing. I’m biased, but I’m sure you’ll find it fascinating!




 


PREFACE


by Chip Kessler


Perhaps it has something to do with the name … Brinkley. They say you can’t judge a book by its cover; however, when it comes to the Brinkley name, one has to wonder. Has there ever been a clan so well versed in the art of marketing?


What follows are examples of how to do it “the Brinkley Way.” Our main focus will be on one Dr. John R. Brinkley. Maybe you have heard of the good doctor courtesy of the book Charlatan. In it, author Pope Brock takes us through the exploits of the world-renowned goat-gland physician. And if you’re not yet up to speed on Dr. Brinkley and his exploits with goats and the human male body, you’ll want to read Charlatan because it is a wild tale of an unabashed, consummate promoter.


Indeed, there is much for all to learn from John R. Brinkley. Born in humble surroundings, he became, for a period of time, one of the wealthiest physicians and surgeons in the world. Our goal here is to present Dr. John Brinkley for what he really was, a master marketer and promoter. We will take a closer examination of the marketing strategies Brinkley employed, many of them revolutionary, for the period of the first half of the 20th century.


Dr. Brinkley’s remarkable success was based on a very simple equation: Problem + Agitate Problem + Offer = Solution; a formula my co-author Dan Kennedy has been teaching through his nearly 50 years in the marketing field. Dr. John R. Brinkley identified a problem no one spoke about, dared to bring it into the open and talk about it, and played heavily on its emotional aspects in order to sell his solution—a radical one. Many years later, Pfizer followed Dr. Brinkley’s blueprint to a T in introducing and popularizing the less radical, modern solution for the same problem: Viagra®. Of course, all they’ve had to do is promote the taking of a little blue pill. The sheer genius of Dr. Brinkley is revealed by the degree of difficulty inherent in his marketing challenge. He was successfully able to guide his patients to (l) part with a great deal of money to gain the answer, and (2) go under the surgeon’s knife.


I will leave you for now to ponder the marketing expertise of Dr. John R. Brinkley, in order to return to our original premise … that name, “Brinkley,” and how it seems to lend itself to entrepreneurial excess. Elsewhere in this book, you will read of another Brinkley: Samuel Griffith Brinkley. Sam Brinkley went on to become one of the most memorable characters of his time. I’ll let you seek out his picture elsewhere in this book. I only wish I were right by your side to see the expression on your face when you come upon ol’ Samuel. He was a living testament to letting your most unique asset make you a success. I hope that you enjoy reading about this gentleman, not only to learn his story but how he made a cottage industry of himself through his marketing expertise.


The Brinkley family’s roots lie for the most part in the hills of western North Carolina. To this day, one can venture on a scenic highway that travels from the state line of northeast Tennessee into the Tar Heel State and see the Brinkley presence. Just a few miles into North Carolina is the town of Elk Park. Here you will spot Brinkley Hardware just off the main highway. Inside is a vast selection of everything for the do-it-yourselfer or at least the man or woman that likes to think they are capable of such chores. A few miles farther down the road, in the town of Newland, was the Brinkley Motor Company (since sold to a new owner). Both businesses are/were staples of their respective towns dating all the way back to the time of Dr. John R. Brinkley. Back across the state line in Tennessee, the portion of the Brinkley family that settled in the town of Johnson City has been known for years for their business savvy. The list of Brinkley-owned entrepreneurial enterprises runs the gamut of everything from hotels to restaurants to insurance sales to the town’s first liquor store.


At this point, let us move forward to learn how one man, Dr. John R. Brinkley, took the nation by storm—before social media, YouTube, TikTok, X, websites, email, at the dawn of TV. His blueprint is available to see and was available for us to assemble and comment on in this book because Dr. Brinkley went about his business and his marketing in a larger-than-life, very public fashion. This statement, in itself, is one of the secrets to his success.


Here’s a quick overview of his marketing principles we’ll be looking at and illustrating in this book. It’s quite possible some, many, or even all of them are already familiar to you, but if so, it’s the bold, brilliant execution of them that is worthy of your study and may inspire you to do more, go further, push to greater extremes what you know, in promotion of yourself or your business. After all, knowledge is one thing; implementation, another.


• List a problem—already brought up but so vitally important as a starting point to effective marketing that it is well worth mentioning again plus one other note of interest here … the more gut-wrenching, earth-shattering, lay-awake-at-night-and-worry problem you can tap into, the better.


• Present a solution—preferably one that captures the imagination.


• Offer up yourself as the solution/savior—a worthy goal for anyone that wishes to attract a large and loyal following of customers/clients/patients/etc.


• Tap into a well-defined niche—as Dan Kennedy has pointed out in the past, “there are riches in niches,” and the more targeted your audience, the better you’re able to specifically pinpoint your message.


With the blueprint now on display, let’s take a closer look at John R. Brinkley, the showman, the businessman, and, most importantly of all, the master marketer, as we reveal How John R. Brinkley Used His 21 Lost Marketing Secrets to Build a Notorious Medical Empire and Made Millions!


As a bonus in this revised edition is the new chapter “Dr. John R. Brinkley and the Internet.” One can only imagine how this brilliant marketer and self-promoter would have utilized online and social media. In these pages we will examine this premise. Suffice to say for our purposes here, based on what he accomplished during his time, Brinkley online and on social media would be a sight to behold!




 


NOTES


About this book’s format:




There are chapters by Chip Kessler and separate chapters by Dan Kennedy. Each chapter's author is identified.
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An Abbreviated Background History of Dr. John Brinkley


During the years of the Great Depression, Dr. John Brinkley collected an estimated, astounding $10 million to $20 million from surgeries and patent medicines. He is widely regarded by critics as the perpetrator of one of the most outrageous, biggest, and longest-running medical frauds in U.S. history. In furthering the promotion of his cure for male sexual dysfunction, Brinkley invented a number of radio broadcasting business breakthroughs. He was much more an advertising, marketing, and public relations man than a medical man. His life story is the subject of the New York Times best-selling book Charlatan by Pope Brock. This book, Making Them Believe, provides in-depth, expert analysis of Brinkley’s extraordinarily effective marketing.


“I HAVE A SCHEME up my sleeve and the whole world will soon hear of it.”


—DR. JOHN R. BRINKLEY


• John Brinkley began his career—can we call it that?—marketing medial cures in 1905.


• In 1918, Brinkley opened his first 16-room clinic in Milford, Kansas.


• By 1920, Dr. Brinkley was attracting national attention, and engaging in nationwide advertising for his goat glands transplant surgery.


• In 1923, John Brinkley secured one of the first broadcasting licenses in the Midwest, and broke ground on his own radio station.


• In the late 1920s, Dr. Brinkley leveraged his burgeoning fame, and his control of radio programming to create a network of more than 500 drugstore owners throughout the Midwest, to distribute Brinkley-branded medicines, and service customers driven to them by his radio program, Medical Question Box.


• In 1930, the trade publication Radio Digest proclaimed Brinkley’s KFKB radio station the most popular station in the United States.


• In 1931, he sold KFKB under threat of having its broadcasting license rescinded by the Federal Radio Commission, forerunner to the Federal Communications Corporation, and built his new radio station in Mexico, just beyond the reach of U.S. authorities, but with the wattage to reach listeners throughout the U.S.
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