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The Origins of Osteopathy

The Story of Osteopathy begins with Andrew Taylor Still

Andrew Taylor Still was born in Virginia, in 1828. His 
father, the Reverend Abraham Still, was a Methodist 
circuit rider, doctor and millwright. The family moved 
to northeast Missouri in 1837 where he had been sent 
as a missionary. They lived in a log cabin which 
"served as a school, a church, a doctor's office and a 
home, until other buildings could be built."

As a youth, Andrew often accompanied his father 
when he went on house calls. He helped stop the flow 
of blood and helped fashion rude splints for broken 
bones. He became familiar with his father's cowhide 
satchel stocked with drugs. 

With disease and death a constant threat to the early 
settlers, and a father who healed both spirit and 
body, it is no wonder that Andrew decided to enter 
medicine.

A.T Still: The Doctor

A.T. Still served his Dr's apprenticeship under his father. He became a licensed 
physician in the state of Missouri. Later, in the early 1860's he attended the 
College of Physicians and Surgeons in Kansas City, Missouri.

In 1849, at the age of twenty-one, Andrew married Mary M. Vaughn, and for 
several years he farmed and practiced traditional medicine in Macon County, 
Missouri. However, this was a period of unrest in Missouri. It was essentially pro-
slavery, and as both Abraham and Andrew Still were strong abolitionists, they 
moved their families to the state of Kansas. 

The Reverend Abraham served as a missionary to the Shawnee Indians at the 
Wakarusa Mission, six miles east of Lawrence, Kansas. Andrew farmed and 
doctored the Indians and settlers. It was during these early days on the Kansas 
prairie that Andrew first began to search for new methods of treatment for the 
patients that he was unable to help.

During the years 1852-1853, Andrew Still was a scout surgeon under General 
John C. Fremont. He became close friends with John Brown and Jim Lane, the 
anti-slavery leaders, and was active in the border warfare in Kansas. In 1857, at 
the age of twenty-nine, he was elected to represent Douglas County in the 
Kansas state legislature. His wife died in 1859, leaving him with three small 
children. He was married the following year to Mary E. Turner, who became his 
faithful and devoted companion for the next fifty years.



During the American Civil War Dr Still was a volunteer in the Ninth Kansas 
Cavalry. He served the Union Army as a surgeon was discharged with the rank of 
Major. (His surgical kit is on display in the Smithsonian Institution). During the 
war, he was appalled by the number of patients who died, and he abhorred the 
numerous surgeries and amputations. He became concerned about the common 
procedures of bleeding, purging, vomiting and blistering. The scientific world of 
that time knew little about the drugs they used or about bacteria or antiseptics. 
Surgery was performed without anesthesia and in unsanitary conditions. While in 
the army, Dr. Still decided that when he returned to Kansas, he would study the 
human body and find a better way to treat disease.

When a epidemic of spinal meningitis spread through Kansas in 1864, Dr. Still 
watched three of his own children die from the disease. He gave over to deep 
despair; he hated the drugs for their impotency. He found the existing medical 
theory totally inadequate and unacceptable. This personal loss almost caused him 
to abandon his career, but instead, he became more determined than ever to find 
the answers to health and disease. Another factor which undoubtedly influenced 
his search for health is the fact, recorded in his family history, that of the seven 
children born to him up to that time, all had now died except one, the oldest 
daughter. Three had died in the epidemic and three shortly after birth. Therefore, 
at a time when medicine was primarily a series of remedies that were more 
harmful than the disease, Andrew Taylor Still began his search for a new method 
of medicine.

The Discovery of Osteopathy

Still came to think of the human body as a machine. He found that this machine, 
made up of a skeleton with supporting muscles and ligaments, was subject to 
certain mechanical laws and was, therefore, subject to stresses and strains. He 
learned that the proper function of the nervous and circulatory systems was an 
important factor to health and disease.

He believed that the body contained certain substances necessary for health, and 
if properly stimulated, they might also cure disease. Stimulation could be 
obtained by working with the musculoskeletal system by applying pressure to 
restore normal function. These beliefs led him to the theory that all parts of the 
body were interrelated and that man must be treated as a whole. 

He also believed that medicine must be more than  "the three R's of medicine: 
repair, remove and relieve". He reached beyond the disease for the cause and 
hence the cure. Also, he strongly advocated sanitation and hygiene, and his 
hatred of drugs led him to eliminate many toxic drugs from his practice.

The word "osteopathy," is a combination of the Greek word "osteo" meaning bone 
and "pathy" meaning suffering. He chose that name because his experiments 
started with the study of bones. Andrew Taylor Still was nearly forty-six years of 
age, when he announced osteopathy to the world which was about the same 
period of time in history that other pioneer scientists in Europe were making 



contributions to the science of medicine: Bernard, the great physiologist; 
Virchow and his cellular pathology; Lister's antiseptic surgery; Pasteur's germ 
theory; Koch, the bacteriologist; Ehrlich's theory of immunity; Morton and 
Long's anesthesia. 

So What Exactly is Osteopathy?

Osteopathic evaluation and treatment is based on viewing the body as a whole - 
i.e. how the integration of the body's structures (bones, joints, ligaments, discs, 
muscles, tendons and nerves) function with each other within the body's system. 
A breakdown of the normal working patterns of the body (unique to each 
person) causes these structures to dysfunction and become painful.

An osteopath assesses each patient's individual normal mechanical working 
pattern and by gentle manipulation of the bones and soft tissue structures, 
works to remove restrictions which may be impeding joint mobility, blood flow, 
nerve supply or muscular activity.

In doing this, dysfunction is reversed and pain alleviated.

The First Osteopathic School

Dr. Still chose Baker University in Baldwin, Kansas, a 
college which he and his brothers helped found, as the 
place he wanted to first explain his theory of osteopathy. 
But he was refused permission because his thoughts did 
not conform to the accepted medical practice of the day. 
He was called a "quack" and rejected by his friends and 
neighbours.

Ostracised in Kansas, he returned to Missouri where he became an itinerate 
doctor. He was legally entered on the roll of Physicians and Surgeons of Missouri 
in 1874. For the next eighteen years the state of Missouri became the testing 
ground for osteopathy. 

As his fame grew, he received strong opposition from regular physicians and 
others who did not understand his methods. He was ridiculed and labeled a 
"crank," "faker" and "charlatan." In spite of the opposition he continued to 
practice osteopathy. Soon he had more patients that he could manage. Requiring 
assistance and having had numerous requests to impart his knowledge, he 
decided to start a school. He built a small frame building (16x22 feet) and 
opened the American School of Osteopathy in Kirksville, Missouri. 

The first school had a faculty of two: Dr. Still and Dr. William Smith, a Scotsman 
who was a graduate of the Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh. Always a 
liberal, Dr. Still opened his doors to both negroes and women, with five women 
in the first class. In less than five years, the enrollment had passed five hundred 
and the faculty numbered fifteen. The small frame building had been replaced by 



a four-storey brick structure, containing 30,000 square feet 
and costing $80,000. The new building contained the latest 
in medical equipment, including an x-ray machine, which was 
the second one west of the Missouri River.

Although sixty-four years of age when he founded the 
college, Dr. Still's dynamic personality was the heart of the institution in its early 
days. He was eccentric and unorthodox, not only in thinking but in behaviour and 
dress. His students loved him and called him "Pap Still." His speech was full of 
allegories and couched in Biblical language. 

He published his Autobiography in 1897, the philosophy of Osteopathy in 1899, 
The Philosophy and Mechanical Principles of Osteopathy in 1902, and 
Osteopathic Research and practice in 1910. During his later years, he was fondly 
referred to as "The Old Doctor." He died December 12, 1917, at the age of 
eighty-nine. 

The British School of Osteopathy’s Introduction to Osteopathy

Osteopathy is a primary health care system, complementary to other medical 
practices. It is suitable for almost anyone and can contribute to the treatment 
and management of a wide range of conditions. 

Osteopaths primarily work through the neuro-musculo-skeletal system, mostly 
on muscles and joints, using holistic and patient-centred approaches.

Holistic means  “encompasing all aspects of something!

A core principle behind osteopathy is the idea that the body is an integrated and 
indivisible whole, and contains self-healing mechanisms that can be utilised as 
part of the treatment. No part of the body works, or can be considered, in 
isolation. Relevant psychological and social factors also form part of the process 
of patient diagnosis.

The key tools for osteopathic diagnosis include listening to the patient's history, 
examining muscles and joints and observing movements. X -rays, scans and 
other clinical investigations are also used if required. A wide range of gentle, 
non-invasive manual techniques such as deep tissue massage, joint articulation 
and manipulation are applied therapeutically.

In The UK, Osteopaths must be registered with the General Osteopathic Council 
in order to practice. Patients may be referred by their doctor, or may opt to see 
an osteopath independently.



Training

To qualify in the U.K. as an Osteopath, students need to complete a 4 year full-
time or 5 year part-time degree course. The General Osteopathic Council is the 
body who oversee’s practitioners and deals with complaints, development etc.

Cranial Osteopathy

Cranial Osteopathy is a more modern science by a Dr William G. Sutherland. It 
is a treatment that encourages the release of stresses and tensions throughout 
the body, including the head. Cranial osteopaths state that they are trained to 
feel very subtle, rhythmical shape changes that are present in body tissues. This 
is called Involuntary Motion or the Cranial Rhythm. Tension in the body disrupts 
the cranial rhythm. Practitioners compare what your rhythm is doing to what 
they consider ideal. This shows them what stresses and strains your body is 
under at present, and what tensions it may be carrying as a result of its past 
history. It also gives them an insight into the overall condition of your body, for 
example if it is healthy, or stressed and tired. 

In my opinion, this method of treatment is controversial and modern science 
argues that the rhythm they seek to find is questionable. I would advise people 
to stay away from this treatment and its practitioners.

Popular Textbooks for those studying Osteopathy

‘Atlas of Osteopathic Techniques’ by Alexander S Nicholas, Evan A Nicholas

‘Foundations of Osteopathic Medicine’ by American Osteopathic Association 
- Anthony Chila, Michael Fitzgerald

‘Greenman's Principles of Manual Medicine’ by Lisa DeStefano

‘Manipulation of the Spine, Thorax and Pelvis’   by Peter Gibbons, Philip 
Tehan

It has been suggested that Osteopaths and Chiropractors nowadays use the 
same or similar textbooks, but after looking online it would seem that the 2 
techniques use totally different reading resources. This would make sense in 
light of the philosophies of their own formulation, in that Chiropractic is very 
much based on the spine, dismissing much of the remainder of the body 
whereas, Osteopathy embraces the entire skeleton.



Pro’s & Cons of Osteopathy

PRO's

A T Still came from a Godly background and was raised in a Christian home. 1828 - 1917.

Roots were Scottish  who were early settlers in the USA.

th
He was a trained doctor first.  Bearing in mind medicine in the late 19  century was very 

hit and miss, but he did undergo a Dr's training both under his father and in a medical 

school.

Osteopathy is based on the principle that the body functions as a whole, body, mind & 

soul and that if you treat the entire person, that person can recover.  

His findings have no “hidden powers” as such and do generally line up with common 

sense in today's educated world. Osteopathy believes that if someone has a misalignment 

or injury. Treating or re-aligning that actual problem will allow the body to naturally heal.

It is all far less spiritual than Chiropractic where there is a number of spiritual influences 

and referrals.

It is written that anyone bringing an occult influence in Osteopathic training was expelled.

For many, it would seem to be a beneficial method of treating injuries and conditions.

CON's

There is no record of him pursuing his spiritual upbringing/faith in any realistic way.

It is reported that he was a freemason.

It is written that in his early adult years he attended spiritualist meetings following the 
stdeaths of his 1  wife and children. 

It is written that to find skeletal knowledge he exhumed & studied the anatomy & 

physiology of dead red Indians.



The Origins of Chiropractic

Daniel David Palmer or D.D.Palmer (March 7, 
1845  October 20, 1913) was the founder of 
chiropractic. Palmer was born in Pickering, 
Canada and raised in the southern Ontario area, 
where he received his education.

His father had an English and German 
background, whilst his mother was of Scottish 
and Irish decent. His father was a shoemaker 
and then had a grocers business which 
collapsed. It is recorded that D.D.Palmer had a 
hard upbringing.  

D.D.Palmer was an active spiritualist, who 
claimed he "received chiropractic from the other 
world" from a deceased medical physician 
named Dr. Jim Atkinson.  According to his son, 

B.J. Palmer, "Father often attended the annual Mississippi Valley Spiritualists 
Camp Meeting at Clinton, Iowa ... That is where he first received messages from 
Dr. Jim Atkinson on the principles of chiropractic." Such messages were normally 
received during seances, but Palmer claimed to have received them through 
"inspiration" 

In 1865 Palmer moved to the United States with his brother looking for work, and 
around 1880 took up magnetic healing in Davenport, Iowa. After returning to 
Davenport, in 1895 Palmer met Harvey Lillard, a janitor whose hearing was 
impaired. It was reported Palmer successfully restored the man's hearing after 
manipulating his spine. There is also conflicting information online stating that he 
actually hit this man's upper back with a phone book and it was through this that 
Lillard regained his hearing! It also said that on death he was completely deaf.

Palmer developed the theory that mis-alignment of the bones in the body was the 
basic underlying cause of all "dis-ease" and the majority of these mis-alignments 
were in the spinal column. He regarded chiropractic as partly religious in nature. 
In 1897 he opened the Palmer School of Chiropractic in Davenport and started 
teaching his techniques. Lawsuits followed, and after brief incarceration, Palmer 
sold the school to his son, B. J. Palmer. B. J. greatly expanded the school and the 
general knowledge of chiropractic. Palmer moved west, opening several new 
schools in Oklahoma, California, and Oregon. His relationship with his son was 
strained after this point.



In 1885, Palmer became familiar with the work of Paul Caster, a magnetic healer 
who had some success in Ottumwa. Palmer moved his family to Burlington, near 
Ottumwa, and learned the techniques of magnetic healing, a common therapy of 
the time. Two years later, he moved to Davenport and opened the Palmer Cure & 
Infirmary. His primary goal was to find the ultimate cause of disease. While 
studying and using magnetic healing, his ideas began to turn from magnets to 
the spine.

“Magnetic healing" is a form of psychic healing that uses the transfer of psychic 
energy. In magnetic healing, healing occurs through the involuntary transfer of 
psychic energy from healer to patient. This occurs when psychic energy from the 
healer's solar plexus is transferred to the solar plexus of the patient. The patient 
feels the influx of energy and may be transformed, depending on how much 
energy is transferred. The healer may be drained of energy, depending on the 
state of his existing vitality. The traditional name for this process in the west is 
mesmerism, after Anton Mesmer who brought it into public awareness around 
the beginning of the 19th century ; it was also called "animal magnetism", or 
even magnetic healing, since it was not understood how it worked. It was from 
the investigation into mesmerism that hypnotism was born.

Whilst studying Palmer became convinced that problems with the spine were the 
cause of almost all diseases. This is his explanation of the theory in his own 
words from his book: The Science, Art and Philosophy of Chiropractic:

"A subluxated (dislocated) vertebra... is the cause of 95 percent of all diseases. 

...The other five percent is caused by displaced joints other than those of the 

vertebral column.”

Dislocations of the spine, then, are, according to Palmer, the ultimate cause of 
practically all diseases, although a few diseases are caused by dislocations of 
other joints. To cure someone of any disease or ailment, then, all that is required 
is to readjust the spine. And that is what chiropractors in the early years did: 
whether you were suffering from headaches or pneumonia or just have a cold, 
the cure was to readjust your spine. 

Palmer even believed that ailments such as poisoning could be cured this way, 
and even claimed to have "cured" a case of food poisoning in his own wife 
through chiropractic. Even mental illness, according to Palmer, is the result of 
spinal misalignment.

Beyond being based on the belief that all ailments are caused by misalignment of 
the spine, Palmer also believed that there was a religious element to 
chiropractic. In 1895 Palmer sued one of his patients, identified as "N. 
Wiltamuth," for refusing to pay his debt for the chiropractic services Palmer had 
provided. Wiltamuth's defense was that Palmer was not a licensed medical 
practitioner and thus he did not owe him any money. Palmer's rebuttal was that 
chiropractic had absolutely nothing to do with medicine or in fact any earthly 



knowledge, because he had been taught the art from "High Heaven.” 
Furthermore, in a letter written in 1911, Palmer stated: "...we must have a 
religious head, one who is the founder, as did Christ, Mohamed, Jo Smith, Mrs. 
Eddy, Martin Luther and others who have founded religions. I am the fountain 
head. I am the founder of Chiropractic in its science, in its art, in its philosophy 
and in its religious phase." Chiropractic, according to Palmer, is not just a method 
of healing but a philosophy and even more so a religion.

Chiropractic Today

Chiropractic Medicine in the United States today, is the third most commonly 
used form of health care in the country, next to traditional medicine and 
dentistry. Currently there are over 60,000 chiropractors in the US alone. Millions 
of people visit chiropractors every year. The vast majority of patients go for 
treatment of back problems, particularly in the lower back.

In order to legitimize chiropractic, many chiropractors today have distanced 
themselves from most of Palmer's theories, focusing mainly on spinal 
manipulation therapy. There are still some chiropractors, however, who believe 
everything taught by Daniel David Palmer. These ideas have absolutely no 
medical value to them whatsoever, and it is not recommended that you should 
allow them to treat you.

What Is Spinal Manipulation: The Core Chiropractic Act

Adjusting with the hands, the signature chiropractic gesture is the unifying 
activity that allows chiropractic to transcend its internal discord and create a 
coherent profession. Chiropractors believe that the correction of spinal 
abnormality through the adjustment of vertebrae is a critical healing act.

Obviously, vertebrae move all the time. The physical activities of daily life 
exercise, turning, twisting, bending require a normal range of motion. Greater 
mobility, or "mobilization," can be coaxed from the joints with the assistance of a 
physical therapist, for example, who can stretch the lower spine by gently moving 
the thigh of a person lying on his or her side. Eventually, mobilization reaches an 
elastic barrier of resistance, known to chiropractors as "end feel."

Chiropractic manipulation is a method of moving vertebrae beyond end feel, but 
not so far as to destroy the integrity of joint structure. The adjustment 
temporarily creates an increased range of motion. The patient feels the change 
and often hears a popping or cracking noise, which some attribute to a sudden 
liberation of synovial gases.



Phrenology

Palmer is reported to have also studied Phrenology which is the study of 
variations in the size, shape, and proportion of the cranium. Phrenology was a 
pseudoscience of the 18th and 19th centuries, based on the belief that a 
person's character could be learned by looking with care at the shape of the 
person's head and noting each and every bump and  in the skull. The depression
individual mental faculties were believed to be contained in neat compartments 
in the cerebral cortex, and the sizes of these faculties were supposed to be 
reflected by the configuration of the skull.

The General Chiropractic Council is the body established by the UK parliament to 
regulate and develop the chiropractic profession. To qualify as a chiropractor, 
students are required to successfully complete a full-time three year BSc Human 
Sciences degree followed by the full-time two year postgraduate MSc 
Chiropractic degree.

D.D. Palmer died in Los Angeles in 1913 of typhoid fever. His death has remained 
controversial due to the relationship with his son and the school he founded. A 
conflicting story online claims that his death was caused as a result of being hit  
by a car driven by his son, BJ Palmer!

Textbooks on Chiropractic

‘Chiropractic Technique - Principles and Procedures’    by Thomas F. Bergmann, David 
H. Peterson

‘Movement System Impairment Syndromes of the Extremities, Cervical and Thoracic 
spines’ by Shirley Sahrmann

‘Technique Skills in Chiropractic’  by David Byfield

‘The Chiropractic Adjuster’ (1910)
‘Text-Book of the Science, Art and Philosophy of Chiropractic for Students and Practitioners’ (1910)
‘The Chiropractor’ (1914, posthumous)
‘Daily Meditations of D. D. Palmer’ (1982, posthumous)



Pros & Cons of Chiropractic

PRO's 

I was unable to find any positive points.

CON's

Palmer is reported to have been married  6 times during his life. His marital life is 

somewhat blurred and not all the dates tie-up chronologically. Although, online there is 

no inference of bigamy.

Palmer believed that ALL medical problems resulted from a problem with the alignment 

of the spine. Be careful here to note his statement that “the spine” is the cause of all 

medical problems bar a few! 

D.D.Palmer was an active  He said he "received Chiropractic from the other  spiritualist.
world" from a deceased medical physician named Dr. Jim Atkinson. There are several 
mentions of his regular attendances at seances.

There is a spiritual inference to Chiropractic.  Palmer claimed in 1911 that Chiropractic 

need a religious head and that he was that religious head being the founder. “ I am the 

founder of chiropractic in its science, in its art, in its philosophy and in its religious 

phase.”

For years before he conceived Chiropractic, Palmer had a business as a Magnetic Healer. 
Magnetic healing being a cover for Mesmerism and Hypnotism. Both he and his son were 
trained hypnotists.

D.D.Palmer  was prosecuted a number of times for being a Quack and served one jail 
term for practising medicine without a license.

One of his difficult traits was megalomania. Megalomania is an obsession with the 
exercise of power and a delusion about one's own power or importance. 

In 1905, at a coroner's inquiry, Palmer refused to take an oath to swear the truth "so 
help me God", because he said that "I don't want any help from God.”

Palmer is believed to have been a freemason. His son was also in the lodge. Some 

attribute his 33 key principles of Chiropractic with the 33 degrees in the Lodge!

His theories do not tie up with rational thinking and have long been dismissed. Many 

Chiropractors today would dismiss his medical philosophies as Quackery. Warning - 

There are supposed to be a few Chiropractors that still hold fast to his theories.



Summary
I have researched and provided a general overview of both these men and both 

medical treatments. There is much on the internet, and I strongly believe that on any 

subject, if you look long enough, you'll find what you were looking for, rightly or 

wrongly  correctly or incorrectly!  The internet is a minefield of opinions and 

suppositions, not always facts!

HOWEVER, I think there is overwhelming evidence to suggest that we should steer 

clear of anything relating to Chiropractic. It has an ungodly conception from its very 

beginning. Chiropractic just does not stack up today. We know far more today than we 

did in Palmers day and age and whilst Chiropractic has moved on from many of its 

earlier viewpoints, I'd say the roots are still totally ungodly. 

The fact that both D.D.Palmer and A.T.Still were reported to be freemasons is 

something we must consider, but I do not feel it is a point that gives us a final decision 

to dismiss either or both therapies based on that information. It is not possible to find 

out when they joined. Were they recruited once their businesses had succeeded  or did 

they join before or well after even? We just don't know. There are no obvious links to 

suggest it played any role in what they developed. Sadly, freemasonry is a huge global 

organisation and we must encounter masons far more often than we realise in every 

day life. That said, I would be most careful to try and ensure that ANY practitioner I 

consulted did not have that influence in their life. That would go for ANY other 

treatment or therapy too, especially where someone is laying hands on you! 

Osteopathy is a little harder to be decisive about. There is some evidence that A.T.Still 

was into some ungodly things and did some ungodly things in his life, BUT, osteopathy 

was developed through rational thought and medical science by a medically qualified 

doctor as opposed to what amounts to being a séance for Chiropractic off the back of 

phrenology, magnetic healing and hypnotism.

Osteopathy over time has shed its early label of Quackery whereas many today still 

consider Chiropractic to be Quackery.

A T Still did not bring any spiritual source into Osteopathy unlike Palmer who claimed to 

be the God-like head presiding over the spiritual dimension of Chiropractic.

I think we have to be cautious of Osteopathy but not necessarily dismissive of it. It 

would be essential to find a practitioner who has a good reputation and is not into 

“other alternative therapies” as sidelines to Osteopathy. If you are good at your job, 

you shouldn't need sidelines to entice your customers in.

If you are comfortable with them as a practitioner and their backgrounds check out 

then I would say… proceed but use your discernment along the way. If anything 

troubles you then get out.

If appropriate, consider seeing a good physiotherapist first. He should have much 

knowledge and wisdom to share in the first instance.

Remember,  if someone is recommended as a Christian this or Christian that, it is not a 

rubber stamp of approval. Not everyone thinks and discerns like you do, so exercise 

your own discernment and if in doubt - stay away!


