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last word

Given the rough-and-tumble, make-your-own-way nature of our state 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Arkansas would seem 
to have been a natural stomping ground for fakirs, snake-oil hawkers, 
confidence men, and quacks. But at the same time, Arkansawyers have 
always been a skeptical people at heart, and certainly don’t take well to 
having one put over on them. So those charlatans necessarily learned to 
step lightly in the state while offering up miracle cures and amazing devices, 
and to step quickly on their way out once someone had pulled back the 
curtain on their shenanigans.

John Romulus (later Richard) Brinkley was one of the better-known 
hucksters to have set up shop in the Wonder State. A doctor of the eclectic 
school—literally, having graduated from the Eclectic Medical University of 
Kansas City, Kansas—he was best known for promising to cure male impotence 
via the implantation of goat testicles. He advertised this cure over his very 
own radio station, where he also preached 
the Word, offered medical advice, and told 
bedtime stories to children, according to 
the Encyclopedia of Arkansas. In 1932 he 
was chased out of Kansas to Texas, where 
he offered other dubious treatments for 
male impotence and operated his radio 
station across the border in Mexico, so the 
pesky Federal Radio Commission couldn’t 
impose its inconvenient rules on him. He 
became a millionaire, but after another 
doctor rolled into town and offered the 
same treatments for less money, Brinkley 
packed his medical kit and headed for Little 
Rock in 1938. 

His practice eventually took up 
residence in a sprawling stone edifice  
south of town on Arch Street Pike, a former Shriner country club situated 
on a broad estate with a picturesque lake and verdant lawns. It’s the kind 
of setting that conjures up the term “pastoral,” and that couldn’t be more 
appropriate because today Brinkley’s infamous clinic is known as Marylake. 
It’s a Catholic monastery. You can’t get much further from goat testicle 
transplantation than that.

The Arkansas chapter of Brinkley’s notorious life was also the shortest. 
The Journal of the American Medical Association revealed his potency elixir 
was a placebo and his restorative surgery merely a vasectomy. Within three 
years he was bankrupt, and a year later dead of a blood clot—right before 
his trial, of course. Given charlatanry’s reliance upon a grand show, there 
could hardly be a better way for him to make his exit. And it left his wife 
and colleagues holding the bag, to boot. 

Not all charlatans had the predatory motives of a Doc Brinkley. Take, for 
instance, the man who once offered to air condition the city of North Little 

Rock… by means of weather control.
In the early 1960s, Maj. Homer Berry (USAF retired) claimed he could 

make it rain. Claimed, in fact, that he had made it rain (and snow) in places 
as dry as Arizona. He was so certain of his prowess that, in 1962, he struck 
a deal with the North Little Rock City Council to make it ten degrees 
cooler in summer, ten degrees warmer in winter, increase the frequency of 
rainfall, recharge the water table, and prevent damage from frost, hail, and 
tornados—all through manipulation of the weather.

His fee for this feat of legerdemain? Nothing, except the accolades of 
history. The council accepted his offer unanimously.

Dig through the files of the North Little Rock History Commission and 
you’ll find several mentions of Berry, and it seems that everyone felt he was 
truly earnest. Outside Berry’s home in the Park Hill neighborhood, Arkansas 
Gazette correspondent Bill Whitworth once watched him ply his craft. “The 

major’s rain machine is an oil drum lined 
with fire brick and equipped with a fan 
from an old Chrysler car air conditioner. In 
this he burns lumps of coke that have been 
soaked in a solution of silver iodide.” Berry 
claimed the heat and air currents would 
carry the iodide high into the atmosphere, 
where it would freeze, attract moisture, and 
fall back as rain.

Never mind that science-types 
disputed the ability of his operation to 
actually affect the weather. “The major 
has a calm, they-laughed-at-Christopher-
Columbus attitude about academic scorn,” 
Whitworth noted.

In fact, on the June day Whitworth 
visited Berry the skies were mostly clear 

and the forecast called for more of the same. But it started raining that evening 
and carried on through the next day—exactly as Berry had claimed it would.

The major told the North Little Rock Times that he’d learned rainmaking 
from the Bible, and that if the government would invest in his invention he 
could not only end drought but war. “According to him,” the Times reported, 
“we don’t have to worry about trouble with a foreign country because he 
could put them under 30 or 40 feet of snow in one winter.” Alas, Berry and 
his rainmaker faded away as the Cold War was cranking up. 

Who knows how many other flim-flam artists are to be found in the 
yellowed newspaper clippings and bound-up city council minutes that infest 
courthouse closets all over Arkansas? It might be worth someone’s while to 
pry into those pages and see what schemes and scams come tumbling out.

Sounds like a good project for a rainy day, don’t you think? If only Homer 
Berry was around to make us one.

Columnist Eric Francis has a bridge to sell you in North Little Rock.
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