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Thom Britton certainly does not look like a freak. His pinstripe suit is dapper right down to his shining
shoes and his tie clip. He is handsome and still young, but his hair has a distinguished peppering of
silver possibly achieved with the supermarket box color Touch of Grey. If not for his surroundings–the
stage of a tiny Edison Park theater with eerie lighting and ominous looking props like a jar filled with
oil, a massive trunk and lab coat hanging in the corner–he might be a television actor. But his
business card says he is a “Professional Freak.”

The Chicago native’s “Freak Show and Tell” is, according to some anthropologists and observers,
part of a dying art form. But over the last few years it has seen a renaissance, most recently due to the
FX series American Horror Story, which uses freak shows as its latest season’s theme.

Britton begins his act with content and demeanor better suited to a high school teacher. He explains
that Homo erectus, an evolutionary precursor to man, used to play with fire. “Before there were
people like us,” he says, straightening his suit and beaming around the room impressively, “there
were people like me.” Then, after laying out the history of fire in entertainment, Britton promises he
will leave his audience knowing exactly how to perform each of his astonishing feats. He reaches into
a jar and pulls out what looks like a giant marshmallow on a stick. The marshmallow, he explains, is
actually made of Kevlar and has been soaked in white gas. He lights it, squares his feet and the lights
around him dim.

“Step one! Eat the fire.”

Exhibitions of both dangerous feats and extreme congenital disorders have been going on since
before recorded history, but the evolution of these exhibitions into performance art is all-American. It
began in 1835 with a 25-year-old P.T. Barnum. He exhibited former slave Joice Heth claiming she was
George Washington’s nursemaid, which would make her over 160 years old. When she died, he
hosted a public autopsy of her body that ultimately revealed she was no more than 80. In the decades
that followed, Barnum built an empire on his “living curiosities,” bringing to national attention such
acts as General Tom Thumb, a dwarf (or “little person”), and the giantess Anna Swann. He worked
with the independent act of Chang and Eng Bunker, conjoined twins whose birthplace in Thailand
originated the phrase “Siamese twins.” In 1860, just a few years after Darwin published his Origin of
Species, Barnum exhibited an African-American man with microcephaly named William Henry
Johnson under the title “What is it?,” claiming Johnson was the missing evolutionary link.
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Some of these performers emerged out of the shadow of exploitation to become independent artists.

Most notable of these were the Bunker twins, who, after being purchased by a British merchant in the

1920s and touring the world, went into business for themselves. Charles Stratton (General Tom

Thumb) maintained a close friendship with Barnum but eventually toured alone.

For Britton’s next act, the infamous “Human Blockhead,” he is going to hammer a nail through a

nostril straight back into his head. Faces in the crowd constrict into tight, anxious grimaces.

“Bloodlessly and painlessly!” Britton cries. “I want to emphasize, for the more squeamish members of

the audience, bloodlessly and painlessly!” After success with the nail, he attempts it once more with a

meat thermometer. The audience gasps and groans as he turns sideways, revealing that he has thrust

the thermometer almost entirely inside his skull.

Britton reveals the use of the lab coat and the trunk in his next act. He explains the intersection of

science and performance in sideshow, and then relays a long story–perhaps too long–about Thomas

Edison and Nikola Tesla. He stands on a massive platform, barefoot, with his lab coat on and runs

electricity through his body. Thanks to two Tesla coils beneath the platform, he lights bulbs with his

hands, and, dousing yet another fire-eating stick in oil, lights one with his tongue. It is, he claims, the

only part of his act that actually hurts.

The Human Blockhead was invented by one of Britton’s mentors, Melvin Burkhart, who was a

prizefighter in the early 20th century. When his nose shattered in a fight and he was at the hospital,

the doctor stuck an instrument straight into his head to clear the nasal passages. Burkhart, “The

Anatomical Wonder,” turned it into an act and, according to his daughter in his 2001 obituary, “did

what people always talk about doing…He ran away and joined the circus.”

Burkhart came to a more matured, established brand of sideshow that only emerged toward the end

of Barnum’s era. This was the era of the Ringling Bros., the seedy carnie troupes, the colorful big tops

and mustachioed showman beckoning to a dark tent yelling, “Step right up! Step right up!” Circuses

of this kind are the focus of the famous pre-code Hollywood movie Freaks and the modern American

Horror Story: Freak Show, which takes place in a Florida town called Jupiter. The real-life town was

Gibsonton, home to Grady Stiles the Lobster Boy, a performer with ectrodactyly–where the fingers

are fused together forming what looks like a claw–as well as the legless Half-Girl and the Dog-Faced

Bearded Lady. Shows like this suffered a major decline in the 1960s, when medical advancements got

rid of many major deformities. Public opinion shifted and many states enacted laws prohibiting the

exploitation of disabled people.

The word “freak” has been subject to similar controversy. In 1899 the performers of the “Freak

Department” of a Barnum and Bailey Circus went on strike, refusing to perform and protesting the

use of the word “freak” on banners and advertisements until the owners were forced to remove it. In

the 1980s, however, when the revival of the freak show was taking place at venues like Coney Island,

the performers insisted on keeping the term freak above the protests of spectators and disability

activists. “It takes something special to be a freak,” said Burkhart in an interview with the Associated

Press in 1985. “Have you looked up the definition? You can’t just put on some feathers and call

yourself ‘Birdman.’ I qualify because nobody can do the things I can do.”

When the term “Freak Show” was out of style, many of these performers were shunted to the back of
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circuses and other venues, losing viewership. Ultimately, the word became a rallying cry for their

sense of identity. A modern performer with ectrodactyly, Black Scorpion, is famous for his advocacy

of the term. His personal motto is, “Changing the world, one freak at a time.”

“Freak Show and Tell” is Britton’s self-described love letter to the art of sideshow performance. He

decided to work in freak shows at 16, after seeing Burkhart perform at a carnival near his home.

“I don’t know what my life would’ve been like if I hadn’t see that. It changed my life in so many ways,

and I don’t want to imagine my life without it,” he tells his audience. “It’s true art. You can’t be a

tourist in my world. We call it sawdust in the veins.”

For his big finish, he thrusts his face into a mountain of broken glass, and then asks an audience

member to stand on his head. When it is over he gets up, brushes the glass off his face and his

polished suit, and bids his audience farewell. His parting words, not quite in jest, implore them to try

this at home.
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